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In the early days of the settlement of Western Kansas , the lack 
of suitable building material forced the sett l er , f ar from civili zation, 
to use the mat er ial t hat was at hand. Buildings const r ucted of sod 
were a common sight. There were almost as many ways to build a sod 
house as t here were people to build t hem, but there wer e many thi ngs 
that were done in the same gener al way. The most decisive f act ors in 
deciding how t he house was to be built, were the needs and abilit y of 
the builder. 
T0day many believe t hat sod houses can no longer be built , be-
cause sod good enough~ f or building purposes can not be f ound . Some 
think that the r eason f or the poor sod i s that the prairies ar e not 
now t rampled as they used t o be by t he wild animals. Others s t ate t hat 
that can not be t he reason, f or t here are more catt le on the gr ass than 
there ever wer e wild animals. These say that the gr ass is now gr azed 
too closely with the result ~hat it does not have a t hi ck root system. 
In spite of t hese belief s, a sod house was built in 1948 in Rooks County 
near Codell, Kansas. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purposes of this s t udy are to show the importance of the sod 
house in the settlement of the Hi gh Plains Regi on of Western Kansas and 
how the early settlers adapted t hemselves to a changed environment and 
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used the materials at hand to supply their everyday needs. Some of the 
events concerning the settl ement of the country exist , mostly, in t he memo-
ries of the old settlers. Among these are the construction of the sod 
buildings, and the purposes for which they ~rere used. It is important 
that the knowledge of t his form of architecture should be wri tten down 
while men who helped in the const r uction are still living. The sod 
house was so common, that in the literature of the period, al though a 
sod house might be ment ioned, in general i t was not cons idered necessary 
to describe the building or tell how it was constructed . 
The early settlers, who remember h01'r the old s od house was built, 
are becoming very scarce. Today, in the f ar west ern sections of the 
state, there now lives a younger group of men who helped to build, 
what might be called, a modern ver s ion of the old s oddie. These were 
built in the present century, using much more lumber than was gener ally 
used in the early sod buildings. 
Method of Research 
The method of research has consisted mostly of personal inter-
views with old settlers, or with the slightly younger men and women 
who helped t o settle the far western counties of Kansas . Many of 
these people, who live in a sod house or had lived in one, were located 
by contacting numerous people and asking them if they knew anything 
about sod houses, or if they knew anyone who had any information on 
the subject. 
A visit was made to the Kansas State Historical Society at Topeka, 
Kansas, where old newspapers, clippings , manuscripts , and pi ctures were 
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studied for information on the sod buildings. This was followed by 
letters to every county in the area covered, in an attempt to di scover 
if any of the sod buildings mentioned in the papers were still standing, 
and t o find any others t hat might have be.en over l ooked. Visits were 
made to s ome of these buildings and pictures were taken. 
A study was also made of books and periodicals which considered 
the sod house. These were found t o consist mostly of general studies 
of life in a sod house. These works gi ve s ome of the detail s of the 
construction of a sod house, but generally they are of the hardships 
in the everyday life of the early settlers. To the knowledge of the 
author, no comprehensive, parallel study has been made on this subject 
up to this t ime . 
Area Covered 
Sod buildings with the same general features were constructed 
throughout the Hi gh Plains Region. Thi s region is relatively level, 
with little or no timber, and the climate is sub- humid . It extends 
in a broad belt across the Uni ted States through Texas, Oklahoma, 
Kansas, Nebraska, and Nor th and South Dakota . 1 
Since it would be a mammoth job to attempt to cover this entire 
region, the present study has been limited to the s od buildings of the 
High Plains Region of Western Kansas. 
1. Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (/:JostoniJ. Ginn 
and Company, [_c 193"};]), PP • 4-7. Webb is an authority on the geographic 
conditi ons of the Great Plains Region. 
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Conditions Affecting Settlement of the High Plains Region 
When the pioneer came to the High Plains region, he found condi-
tions so different from what he was used to that he either stopped at 
"\, 
the edge of the High Plains or crossed over them to settle in a f amil-
iar environment on the other side. Until the people learned to make 
adjustments to the new environment, they could not successfully settle 
1 . 2 on the p a1ns. 
The feature, that accounts for the great change in life in the 
High Plains Re gion from what it was like east of the Mississippi, is 
the deficiency of water. This unfavorable condition !I' evented the 
growth of trees, so grass has covered the plains. In the sections 
where there is plenty of rain, is found the tall grass, which has a 
luxuriant growth and deep roots; in the sections of lighter rainfall, 
the short grass grows , which forms a heavy carpet of sod with roots 
that do not go very deeply into the ground; while in the arid sections 
to the west of the High Plains, the grass grows in tufts or bunches. 
The amount of rain that falls in this region, is not sufficient to 
carry on agriculture as it is practiced east of the Mississippi . In 
the early settlement period, irrigation was not possible for the amount 
of surface water was not suffic ient, and flowing wells could not be 
dug with the tools that -were then available. 
The shortage of time forced the pioneer to build his home 
with the material which was at hand. In this he followed the example 
2. Webb, op . cit., pp . 8-9. All the following information, 
except that concerning the land acts, has been drawn from this authority. 
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of that member of the squirrel family, who, when he came to t he pl a ins 
and f ound no trees to live in, went down into the ground and became 
known as t he pr airie dog. Thus man t urned t o the soil -and used the 
prairie sod t o make his home. Timber was~not f ound in suffi cient 
quantity to provide fuel f or the sett l ers, so again they used the 
mat erial at hand and burned buff alo chi ps, or in some cases the prairie 
gras s , t wisted into bunches t o make i t burn l9nger . The t imber shortage 
was also f elt in the business of building fences . Thi s probl em was 
relieved in 1874 by the invention of barbed wire , which permitt ed the 
farmer to fence large port ions of ground at a con.qJari tive l y low cost. 
Other elements which hindered t he sett l ement of t he High Pl a ins, 
were the high winds and the blizzards. In t he summer t ime the winds 
sometimes br ought i nt ense heat which r uined the crops . The hi gh winds 
were intollerable to many people. In the winter t i me , the High Pl ains 
sometimes 1vitnessed t errible storms of wi nd and snOV'l . These blizzards 
were r i ghtf ully feared by t he early sett l ers ; but t he sod house , and 
especially the l owl y dugout, were the settl ers best pr otection . High 
winds might do some damage to a sod house , but it woul d be difficult 
to blow down . The cold wint er winds could not penetrate the t hi ck 
walls, and the s od houses were easy t o heat wit h a smal l quanti ty of 
fuel. 
In 1862 the Homestead Act was passed by which t he sett l er could 
obtain 160 acres of l and after he had lived on it f or f i ve year s , cul -
tivat ed the l and, and pai d fees amounting ~o t wenty- six dollars . One 
objection to the Homestead Act was t hat it was not sui tabl e to the 
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conditions on the Plains. 3 Settlers discovered that with only 160 acres 
they could not raise enough crops to aff ord to live in anythi ng but a 
sod house. By the Pre-Empt ion Act, an additional 160 acres could be 
obtained by living on the l and and cultiva t i ng i t , then when the allot -
ted time had passed, pay the government a set sum f or the land. 4 A sod 
·house was an inexpensive means of compl ying with t he regul ations . 
Some people believed t hat bel ts of t rees , if pl anted across the 
Hi gh Plains, would break up the winds and t here would be l ess evapora-
tion. To encourage t he pl anting of trees, t he Timber Cult ure Act of 
1873 permitted t he farmer to obtain an addit i onal 160 acr es by pl anting 
and caring f or ten acres of trees, and t he payment of fees amount ing t o 
eighteen dollars. After ei ght years , he could obt ain t i t le to the 
land, if at least six hundred and sevent y-f i ve trees were growing on 
each acre.5 
3. Henry N. Copp, The American Settler's Gui de: f opular 
osition of~ Public Land System of t he Uni t ed Stat es of America 
Washington, 1882), P• 26 
4. Ibid., p . 59. Mention is also made in Webb, .£E_• cit ., 
P• 379. 
5. Copp,~- cit., PP • 70-71. 
CHAPTER II 
THE SOD HOUSE 
Materials Used , 
In building a sod house, the first requirement was to locate a 
1 patch of good thick virgin sod on soil which was not sandy. A few of 
the early settlers recommend blue-stem sod, which might be f ound in 
the low places--draws and sloughs . 2 Blue-stem grass was not plentiful 
in Western Kansas, and that was quite valuabl e for hay, so most of the 
houses were built of buff alo grass , and mos t of the settlers recomn end 
its use . The short buff alo gr ass had a thick, tough root system that 
holds the earth together.3 Some recomrrend cutt ing the sod on the top 
of hills to be sure the soil is not sandy, while others recommended 
the grass near buffalo wallows, f or there the grass would be thicker, 
and the ground would usually be t ougher, containing more clay. 4 
1. Letter from W. Henry Cox, Hanston, Kansas, November 12, 1949; 
Interview with George F. St ernberg, Hays, Kansas , Mar ch 1, 1950; Letter 
from George C. Derby, Sublette, Kansas, February 20, 1950 . 
2. J. S. Bird, Prairies and Pioneers (Hays, Kansas: McWhirter-
Ammons Press , 1931) , p . 9; Interview with John Lingenfelder, Hanston, 
Kansas , November 5, 1949; Letter from Mrs . John W. Johnson, Herndon, 
Kansas , March 17, 1950. Others who preferred blue stem are: Claude 
Constable, 11History of Rawlins County," Micr of ilm Department, Kansas 
State Historical Society Library, p . 12; Letter from Frank Swink, 
Hugoton, Kansas, February 20, 1950. 
3. Letter from Mrs . Benj. O. Weaver, Mullinville , Kansas, 
February 20, 1950; Pearl Toothaker, 11Sod Houses in Sheridan County, 11 
t yped manuscript: Letter from Cox; A. B. Macdonald, "Manuscript, 11 
Kansas St ate Historical Society Library; Margaret Whittemore, "People 
Can Live in Grass Houses," Nature Ma gazine (January, 1943 ), P• 37. 
4. Letter from R. S. Smith, Hugoton, Kansas , March 27, 1950; 
Letter from Miss Lura S. Smith, Meade, Kansas, March 17, 1950. 
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Good tough sod was difficult to plow and might require as many 
as six horses to pull a sod breaker plow.5 This probably was a deciding 
factor in the depth to which the settlers plowed the sod f or building 
purposes. 
The breaking plow was the most popular plow used by t he earl y 
settlers. Some of the plows had a sharp cutting colter at t ached in 
front of the plow share, this was a steel wheel which cut the sod with 
a smooth edge, other plows had a small half disk attachment on t he shar e . 6 
There was also a ga ge wheel or rod in the front which r egulated the 
7 depth of the share. The breaking plow had a long moldboard that turned 
the sod over without breaking it. 
Another type plow was the rod breaker which had rods in place 
of the moldboard. • This was a much lighter plow and was called the 
ttgrasshopper plow" or 11heel burner. 11 This plow pulled eas i er, but some 
objected to it for, if it were slight ly dull, it would jump out of the 
furrow easily; nor did it plow as deep as the sod breaker. It could be 
fitted with a cuter f in on the share. Another objection t o the r od 
breaker was its tendency to break the sod as it was turned over. 8 
5. Interview with H. John Baldrey, Hanston, Kansas, Februar y 4, 
19.50. 
6. A. B. Macdonald,~-~-; letter from William J. Querbach, 
Lancaster, California, February 20, 19.50. 
7. Interview with Thornton W. ells, Hays, Kansas , February 9, 
19.50; Inter view with William J. Querbach, Hanston, Kansas, November 23, 
1949. 
8. Interview with W. J. Querbach; The plow was r eferred t o as 
a 11heel burner" in a letter from Mrs. Benj. o. Weaver. 
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Sod Breaking Plow 
This picture shows the long moldboard of the sod breaking plow. 
It also has a cutting disk attached to the front of the plow share. 
The small wheel in the front is the rolling colter, the gage wheel 
which could be set to adjust the depth to which the ground would be 
plowed. This was the plow most commonl y used by the early settlers . 
It was a heavy plow. This one does not have the handles attached . 
This plow is the property of the Fort Hays Kansas State College 
Museum. (Picture taken April 12, 1950. ) 
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Rod Br eaker Plow 
This plow became popular with the early settlers because it 
was much lighter in weight than the Sod breaking plow. Rods have 
replaced the heavy moldboard. There is a cutter f in attached to the 
plow share . In t he front is shown the rod att acrurent by which the 
depth of the plowing could be adjust ed. rhe plow pictured below has 
a straight plow share . These plows are t he proper ty of the Fort Hays 
Kansas St ate College Museum. (Pictures taken April 12, 1950~ 
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To overcome the objectionable f eatures of the plows , a sod 
cutter was invented. This was a steel blade in the shape of a nun 
attached to t wo runners. One of the runners was set three or f our 
inches higher than the other and it ran dn the uncut sod. The other 
runner ran in the furrow from which the s od had been cut. It was neces-
sary to plow one furrow with a regular walking plow before starting with 
the sod cutter. The two runners were set as far apart as the desired 
width of the s od bricks, which varied from twelve t o sixteen inches. 
This sod cutter did not turn the s od over, thus el:uninating breakage , 
and the strips were an even width and depth. Only one row of sod could 
0 be cut at a tiJile, after it was taken up the next r ow could be 
When using the sod plow or the rod plow, the settl er frequentl y 
plowed a small patch of ground, then cut the strips into the desired 
length t o use.10 
If the sett l er owned neither horses nor a plow, and coul d not 
borrow or hire the use of them, he could cut the sod with a spade . 11 
This would be a difficult job and woul d probably result in a poorly 
constructed house. 
9. Interview with Everett Rumford, Dodge City, Kansas , Novem-
ber 4, 1949; Intervi ew with C. V. Glaze, Hays , Kansas , February 2, 1950; 
George Rainey , No Man ' s I.and, The Hi storic Story of~ I.anded Orphan 
(Enid, Oklahoma, 1937), pp . 123-124; Letter from Jesse L. Tetters, 
Goodland, Kansas , January 27, 1950; Letter fr om Nrs . J. S. Lupton, 
Cimarron, Kansas , February 21, 1950, Mrs. Lupton gives the wi dth cut 
by the sod cutter as nine inches, and two inches deep . 
10. Letter from Derby . 
11. Letter from Dr. Galen R. Hickok, Brownsville, Texas, March 26, 
1950. Dr. Hickok was an early settler in Grant Count y, Kansas. 
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The Sod Cutter 
This was not a regular plow, but was used only to cut sod for 
building purposes. The width the runners were apart determined the 
width of the strip of sod. This cutter was built by Martin Lovin 
to cut the sod to build a house for his son-in law, Ieonard Ramsey, 
of Codell, Kansas. (Picture and information provided by Paul R. Cobb 
who visited the Ramsey family on June 1, 1949.) 
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The type of wood that was used by the early settler in building 
the sod house depended on the time at which the construction of the 
building was undertaken, and the accessibility to the railroads or to 
lumber mills . The very early sett ler, or one who was far from the 
railroads and mills, used the material t hat was available--timber from 
the nearest stream. A large t ree was cut f or the r i dge pole, the length 
of this pole sometimes decided t he length of the house. Smaller poles 
ware used for rafters , and the shea thing consisted of willows , brush, 
or even corn, sorghum or sunflower st alks. Split poles were used to 
make the door and window frames.12 If windows and lumber for doors could 
not be purchased, hides, blankets, or canvas were hung over the openings . 13 
The settler who built his sod house after the railroads had been 
built into the country making l umber more accessibl e , or who lived near 
a saw mill, used lumber instead of logs. Heavy timbers were used for the 
rafters, then 1 x 12 inch boards or shiplap were used f or sheat hing, while 
2 x 6, or 2 x 8 inch boards were used in framing windows and doors. The 
doors were usually made of wide planks. In some cases, floors were also 
made with the wide planks . 14 
12. Bird,~• cit., p . 9; S. D. Butcher , Sod Houses ••• 
(Kearney, Nebraska : The Western Plains Publishing Company, 1904), intro-
duction; Letter from W. A. Gressler, Hoxie, Kansas, February 21, 1950; 
Interview with T. W. Wells; Interview with Lingenf elder . 
13. Adolph Roenigk, Pioneer History of Kansas (ffenver: Great 
Western Publishing Company, c 193.:£7), p . 303; Everett Dick, The Sod-House 
Frontier ••• (New York: D. Appleton-Century Company, 1937), p . 114. 
14. George Rainey, ~• cit., p. 124; Letter from Willie Terrell, 
~ogansport, Indiana, February 16, 1950, formerly of Graham County, Kansas; 
Mrs . John Cole, "The Kansas Soddy" typed ru;;muscript; Letter from Merlyn 
E. Beougher, Gove, Kansas, February 17, 1949; Constable,~- cit ., P• 12. 
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Preparing the Sod 
The condition the sod was in at the time it was plowed determined 
to a great degree the smoothness with which the strip of sod t urned over ., 
with or without breaking., and the final condition and strength of the 
walls. The majority opinion seemed t o be that t he sod shoul d be moist ., 
as it w-as then easier to plow., and could be handled with less breakage 
than if it 1vere too dry. Some st ated t hat the best time to plow for 
building was when the sod was thoroughly soaked by rain or snow. One 
of these also recommended t he thickness of the sod t o be t wo and a half 
inches which would break easier t han a thicker piece of sod, t his f act 
might account f or the desire f or moisture. This wet s od would settle 
quite a bit as it dried.15 Anot her individual r ecommends that the sod 
should be dry and hard, so that it could be packed into the wall sol i d 
as it was built., this would make compact wall t hat would not sett le.16 
The consensus of opinion seems to be t hat the gr as s should not 
be very high when the sod was cut f or buil ding purposes, but some thought 
that it was best when the ·grass was green and growing. 17 One ref erence 
told of burning the grass off bef ore t he sod was plowed. 18 
15. Howard Ruede, Sod-House Days ••• edited by John Ise (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1937, pp . 28-29; Lett er from H. C. 
Frazier, Protection, Kansas., Februar y 19, 1950. 
16. Interview with W. Henry Cox, Hanston, Kansas ., November 6., 
1949. 
17. Interview with Charles I. Housman, Jet more , Kansas, November 24, 
1949; Interview \vith W. J. Querbach; Interview Ydth Mrs. Odella Rumford, 
Dodge City., Kansas, November 4., 1949. 
18. "Phillips County, Clippings,tt Vol. 2, Kansas St ate Histor ical 
Society Library. 
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There is a great deal of conflicting opinion as to the size of 
the sod bricks. They ranged in depth from two a.1+d one half inches to 
six inches, in width from eight inches to eighteen inches, and in length 
from eighteen inches to three feet . Some ,of this difference was a 
result of the t ype of plow used, the way in which they were laid up in 
the wall , and the desired thickness of the wall . Some of the thicker 
sods were also cut narrow so they wouldn't be t oo heavy to handle . The 
width of the plow share and the number of teams of horses or oxen avail-
able f or pulling the plow also had an effect upon the size of the strips 
that were plowed. The average size was f our inches thick, twelve inches 
wide, and twenty-six inches long. 19 
After the strips of sod were plowed, they were cut into the 
desired length with a sharp straight edged spade. Sometimes a mark 
was made on the spade handle to measure the sods , or a board, cut to 
the desired l ength for the sods , was laid on the row t o measure the sod 
which 1vas then turned over onto the board on which it was carried t o 
the building site and there turned over on to the wall. This method 
helped to prevent breakage since it required a rnin~num amom1t of hand-
ling.20 If the sod was some distance from the building s ite, it was 
loaded on the running gears of a wagon on which planks had been l aid, 
19. This information is drawn from the many letters and notes 
on interviews now in the possession of t he author . 
20. Interview with Mrs . Odella Rumford; Interview with Lingen-
felder; letter from Frank Swink; letter from Derby; letter from Cox. 
It 1ras possible to lift a strip of good moist sod by one end and carry 
it some distances without its breaking. 
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or a sled, and carried to the spot where it was to be used. 21 Sometimes 
the sod was rolled up like a carpet and carried to the building site 
where it was cut into the desired length. 22 If the builder did not own 
a team or wagon, the sod could be carried on a litter or hand barr ow. 23 
The site of the sod house was frequentl y chosen to obtain natural 
shelter from the wind, and with access to water. 24 If the house was near 
a creek, instead of a well be ing dug, a water barrel might be sunk in 
the ground near the house. This barrel would then be f illed 1rith water 
25 from the creek. 
Construction of the Outside Walls 
It was important t hat the f oundation of the wall be level. 
The sod bricks were placed in the wall with the gras s s i de down. As 
a general rule, the round of sod was started at a corner , but a few 
21. Constable,~• cit., p . 13; William D. Street, 11The Vict ory 
of the Plow,u Collections of the Kansas State Histor ical Society, IX 
(1906 ), p. 38; Pearl Toothaker, 11Sod Houses in Sheridan County," a t yped 
manuscript; Cass G. Barns, M. D., The Sod House (Madison, Nebraska : Cass 
G. Barns, 1930), pp . 59-60; Dick, 9.£,• cit.~ll3. Barns and Dick use 
the term float. This was made of pl anks or the f orks of a t ree . 
22. letter from Willie Terrell; Letter from Mrs . Mamie Volker, 
Zenith, Kansas, January 31, 1950; "Staff ord County, Clippings ," Vol . I, 
p . 163, in the Kansas St ate Historical Society Library; 1Vhi ttemore , 9.£,• 
cit., P• 37. 
23. Ruede, ~- cit., P• 39 . 
24. "Kansas Description, Clippings, 11 Vol. I, p . 170, in the 
Kansas State Historical Society Library. 
25. Catherine Wi ggins Porter, 11 Building a Kansas 'Soddy ' - 1885, 11 
edited by Kenneth Wi ggins Porter, The Kansas Magazine (1942) , P• 18. 
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designated the door as the place to s tart laying the sod. The width of 
the wall depended upon the width of the sod as it was cut by the plow, 
and upon whether the builder wanted one or two sods width to the wall. 
Generally the walls were of a double thickness of sods , this would make 
the walls from twenty- four inches to thirty inches thick. The t hick-
ness of a few walls was given as being three feet thick. 26 One wall was 
described as being built of bricks nine by eighteen inches, which made 
a wall of eighteen inches. 27 
To make sure that t he corners were square , a 6 x 8 x 10 foot 
right triangle was usually constructed in each corner . I t was also 
important t hat the walls be built up strai ght, otherwise t he wall would 
lean and it would be necessary to prop it up with a pole to keep it 
from falling. 28 
There were several methods of laying up the sod in the walls . 
Some laid the f irst row lengthvdse, then the second row crosswise, 
26. Interview with Miss bfartha Massie, Colby, Kansas, January 16, 
1950; Letter from Mrs. Mamie Volker; S. D. Butcher, 2:e.• cit . , introduc-
tion; William E. Connelley, editor, "Life and Adventures of George W. 
Brown, 11 Collections of the Kansas State Historical Society., XVII (1928) , 
p . 119; William Henry Haupt, "History of the American Church, Known in 
I.aw as the Protestant Episcopal Church, In the State of Kansas ," Collec-
tions of the Kansas State Historical Society., XVI (1925), p . 400. The 
Massie house is still standing and was lived in until the winter of 1948 . 
A newspaper account gi ves the t hickness of the walls of the Volker house 
as being four fee~, "Staff ord County, Cli ppings, 11 Vol . I , p . 163. 
27. Letter from Mrs . Lupton. 
28. Bird, :ZE.• cit., p . 9; Intervie~ with Mrs. Eva McGimsey, Hays, 
Kansas, February 20, 1950; Interview with 1[. J. Querbach; Interview 
with H. John Baldrey. 
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tying in the corners and breaking the joints.29 A suggestive dr awing 
of this method is shown in figure one on the next page. 
Another method was to lay the first r ows lengthwi se , the joints 
in the outside row being kept ahead or behµid the joints in t he inside 
row. The next l ayer of sods was l aid crosswi se of the f irs,t l ayer 
being sure to break the joints and t ie the corners.JO This is shovm in 
_figure t wo on the next page. 
Still another method was t o lay all the rows of ·s od lengthwise 
being sure t o break the j oints , then occas ionally laying a r ow of s ods 
crosswise to tie them in.31 A suggested pattern that could have been 
used is shown in f i gure three on t he next pages. 
Still another method was to l ay all the sods crossvrise of the 
, 32 wall, :making sure t o break the joints and bind tne corners . 
After each l ayer of sod was l ai d, the sod was leveled with a 
sharp spade, and all the cracks f illed with loose dirt. If the l ayers 
were tamped doYm as t hey were built, there should be l ittle settling 
of the wan.33 An open space of t he desired wi dth was l eft f or the 
29. Constable, 2.£• cit., p . 13; Porter, 2.£• cit ., p . 17; 
Interview with Cox; lett er fr om Gressler. 
JO. Bird, 2.£• cit., p . 10; Int erview wi t h L. W. Hubbell, 
Jetmore, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
Jl. letter from A. E. Elias, La.Crosse, Kansas, February 9, 
1950; Interview with W. J. Querbach . In some cases it was recorru. ended 
that every third row should be l ai d crosswise to bind the wall , Dick, 
~• cit., P• 113. 
32. Ruede, ~• cit., P• 28. 
33. Interview with Cox; Interview 1rith W. J. Querbach . 
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Patterns for Laying Sod 
Pattern 1 
First layer Second layer 
Pattern 2 
First layer Second l ayer 
First layer 







door, and after the wall had been built up to the height of the lower 
part of the window, a sill was placed in the wall and above this the 
window frame. The sod was laid up against the frame s.3L. In some cases 
large nails or bolts protruded through the hframe s into the wall s to 
hold the frames in place, or an extra strip of wood was pl aced in the 
center of t he frame to hold it in place.35 
A board was placed above and parallel to the top of the door 
and window frames to help support the weight of the sod. Occasionally 
a row or two of sods were laid between the two boards , then if the wall 
settled, the boards would come closer together but the wall would be 
levei.36 The walls were continued up to the de sired height , t his was 
approximately seven feet to the square of t he wall; then the gable 
ends of the building were continued higher, being about two f oot 
higher in the center where the ridge pole was to be placed)7 Care 
was taken that the walls were built straight up on the inside . After 
34. Letter from Mrs . Lupton; Letter from Frazier; Letter from 
W. M. Parham, Logan, Kansas, February 14, 1950 ; Barns , op . cit ., p . 60; 
Dick, op. cit., p . 113. Butcher~ in the introduction tohiswork, states: 
'~ilJhen rightly constructed the four walls are carried up solid to the 
tops of doors and windows, then t~nbers laid across where they are to 
be located, building the sod about six inches higher than the building 
is designed to be when it settles, the windows and doors are then cut 
the proper size.'" Butcher , op . cit., introduction. 
35. Totter from Frank Swink; Letter from Cox; Bird, op . _cit., 
p. 10. 
36. Interview with We lls; Intervi ew with W. J. Querbach; 
Rainey, op . cit., p . 124. 
37. Letter fr om Frank Swink; Bird, op . cit., p. 10; Ruede , 
op . cit., pp . 28- 29 ; Letter from Beougher . 
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View of a Sod Wall 
This shows how the s od was laid in the wall. This wall was 
plastered at one time , which is sho'Wll by the remains of plaster hanging 
to the wall nt:ar the roof. Although the corners had fallen out of the 
wall , most of the side walls are still standing . This ruins is located 
beside the highway U. S. 83 between Elkader and Scott City. 
The sods in this wall ~.rere about six inches thick and about 
twenty inches vride. (Picture taken January 21, 1950.) 
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the walls were completed, a sharp spade or ax was used to trim down 
the inside of the ~~u.38 In some cases, especially those walls that 
were three feet thick, the outside of the wall was also trimmed, but 
was trimmed sloping so the top of the wall was narrower than the 
bott om.39 This is illustrated in the picture on the next page . 
In some instances a mortar of mud, gyp, or f ine soil was used 
to bind the sods together, and to help keep out the mice. ~-0 The house 
was sometimes plastered on the outside . 41 
Some houses were built of only one thickness of sod. 42 This 
was especially true after the s od cutter came into use, f or by using 
it instead of a plow, the sods were of even thickness and width . They 
were also wider as a rule. Larger pieces of sod made a s tronger wall 
43 
than many small pieces would make. 
38. Macdonald, 2£,• cit .; Interview with Hubbell; Inter vi ew with 
W. J. Querbach; Interview with Lingenfelder who suggested t hat they used 
a corn knife to even the walls . 
39. Interview with Claude Miller, Ness City, Kansas, November 4, 
1949; Letter from Gressler; Connelley,~• cit., p . 119; Ruede, 2E,• cit ., 
P• 28. 
40. Interview with Everett Rumford; Street, 2£• cit., p . 38; 
"Kansas Reminiscences, Clippings," Vol. 4, pp . 123-25, Kansas State 
Historical Society Library ; 11Scott County, Clip ings , 11 Vol. 1, P• 74, 
Kansas State Historical Society Library. 
41. Interview with Mrs . Lena Rittenhouse , Hanston, Kansas, 
November 25 , 1949; Toothaker, ,£E• cit. 
42. Letter from W. F. Hughes, Stockton, Kansas, February 11, 
1950; Letter from Frank Swink; Interview with Everett Rumford; Interview 
with Mrs. Ellen J. Querbach, Hanston, Kansas, February 4, 1950; Rainey, 
~• cit., p. 124; "Kansas De .:;cription, Clippings, tt Vol. 1, p . 181-183, 
43. Interview with Sternberg. 
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Sod House in Hodgeman County 
This picture was taken in 1909, but the house had been built 
many years before that time . It was the former home of Sam Moore who 
lived northwest of Jetmore , Kansas . One half of the roof is covered 
with tin, the other half with sod. Sod has been built around the 
stove pipe . The walls of this house have a decided slope on the out-
side . The sod has been plastered around the door and windows to keep 
it cleaner by preventing the sod from being broken. Flowers can be 
seen through the window. (Picture and information provided by a sister 
of Sam Moore , Mr's . Odella Rumford, who lived in this house for several 
years . Mrs . Run~ord now lives in Dodge City, Kansas .) 
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The weakest spot in the wall vras the corners . Great care needed 
to be taken to make the corners strong and have the sods tied in. One 
instance ~-as cited of a man's placing r ocks in the corners t o protect 
them from being rubbed down by t he cat t l e . 41( others told of molding 
the corners on the outside, sloping them in towar d the t op, by pl acing 
45 
logs against the cor ners to pack them t ogether f irmly. Sometimes 
willows or hickory withes were driven dovm into the wall as a r einforce-
ment.46 
Construct ion of t he Roof 
After the walls had been completed and the gables built up t o 
the de sired hei ght , t he r i dge pole was pl aced extending f rom the center 
of one gable t o t he ot her. Sometilnes this tree extended a f oot or t wo 
beyond t he end walls. 47 If a t ree coul d not be f ound whi ch was l ong 
enough t o extend the f ull length of t he buil ding, t wo trees could be 
bound together t o f orm t he r idge pole . I n this case a support woul d 
probabl y be necessary. If t he roof was quite long, a support mi ght be 
necessary in t he cent er t o help hold up the wei ght of the roof . If 
t here was no partiti on, t his support woul d consi st of a f orked tree 
set on t he ground with the r i dge pole res t ing in the fork . In some 
44. Interview wi t h St er nberg. 
45. Int ervi ew wi t h H. J. Baldrey ; Inter vi ew with Lewis F. 
Bal drey, Jet more, Kansas , November 24, 1949 . 
46. Dick, ,SE• ci t ., P• 113. 
4 7. Int erview with \l'lells. 
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Sod House Ruins 
This was the home of Axtel Anderson who came from Sweden. He 
lived in this house until his death about fifteen years ago . Since 
then the house has been deserted. 'It is believed t o have been built 
in the eighties . It is located in a draw east of highway U. S. 83 
north of Scott City. 
The walls have been badly damaged by cattle rubbing against 
them. Part of the wall has been reinforced with stone . Stones have 
been placed on the roof to hold the tin in place . The long board 
placed in the ·wall above the door , and those under the rafters, can be 
seen in places . (Picture taken January 16, 1950.) 
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cases supports of f orked trees were also placed next to the walls at 
each end of the ridge pole.48 Smaller logs or split logs were then laid 
from the ridge pole to the s ide walls as rafters. Across the rafters, 
parallel to the ridge pole, snia.11 willows Of brush were placed quite 
thickly, then the layer of sod was placed on top with the grass side 
do,m. 49 Some placed straw, hay or grass on top of the willows or brush 
before the l ayer of sod was added.50 One instance was gi ven of canvas 
being placed under the sod to prevent the dirt from fal ling into the 
house.51 In case willows or brush were not plentiful, corn stalks, 
sorghura stalks, or even sunflower stalks could be used. Straw, hay or 
grass could then be added to help hold the dirt, then the sod was l ai d. 52 
Most of the early settlers recommend one good layer of s od 
covered with sand, fine dirt , or ms.rl; but some recommended two l ayers 
of sod, the top layer covering the joints of the bot tom l ayer, then 
clay or some other covering added.53 The s ods for the roof were generally 
thinner than the sods used in building the walls. Some instances were 
given in which the roof sods were trimmed off on one side and l aid 
48. Ruede, .£E• cit., P• 29; Dick, .£E.• cit., P• 113. 
49. letter from Parham; letter f rom Gressler; Interview with 
Mrs. McGimsey; Interview 1vith W. J. Querbach; Interview with Miller; 
11Kansas Reminiscences, Clippings," Vol. 4; Bird, .£E.· cit., pp . 10-11. 
5o. Mrs. Cole, .£E.• cit.; Interview with C. I. Housman; Inter-
view with W. J. Querbach; Dick, QQ.• cit., pp . 113-114; Barns, .££• cit ., 
P• 61. 
51. "Phillips County, Clippings, 11 Vol. 2. 
52. Ruede, .2.E.· cit., P• 29. 
53. Interview with Lingenfelder; Butcher,~- cit. 
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overlapping like shingles, this would help to shed t he rain. 54 The sod 
roof had very little slope, for if it were too steep the s ods would 
1vash of f. Occasionally the roof was buil t sloping in only one direction, 
in which case no r i d~e pole was necessary. The rafters were placed f r om 
one si de wall to the ot her . A house with this type of roof was some-
times referred t o as a tt shanty. 11 55 
If sawed l umber was used in constructing the r oof of the sod 
house, large planks, somet imes 2 x 12 inch timbers were used as rafters. 
These pieces were set edgewise in the sod vralls. Usually there were 
t wo other rafters laid parallel to the ridge pole and midway to the side 
walls. To prevent them f rom settling, the rafters r ested on boards 
56 placed in the walls . 
Boards could t hen be pl aced from the r i dge pole t o the s i de 
walls . Narrow strips of lumber vrere somet imes placed over the cracks 
between these boards to prevent l eaks . 57 In many cases the boards were 
bowed over the r afters making a roof which looked like a railway box-
car. If this type of roof was built, the wi dth of the house was l irr~ted 
to about sixteen or eighteen feet by the length of the boards . 58 The 
boar ds extended over the walls f orming eaves to protect t he walls f rom 
54. Interview with Cox; Macdonald, ~ • cit. 
55. Mrs . Toothaker, £E,• cit . 
56. Interview with Yf. J. Querbach; Int erview wi th H. J. Baldrey; 
Rainey , ~• cit., P• 124. 
57. Interview with Mrs. McGimsey ; Interview with Glaze . 
58 . Interview with Everett Rumford; Interview with Sternberg; 
Letter from Frank Swink; Constable,~- cit., P• 12. 
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Sod House in Ellis, Kansas 
This sod house was f ormerly located in Ellis , Kansas , where 
the Baptist Church now stands . It i s not known exactly when thi s house 
was built, but the man pictured in front of his home came to Ellis about 
1868 or 1869. 
The house may have been par tly dugout, but the picture shows 
that dirt has been piled around the walls . This was frequentl y done 
s o the rain water would run away from the house wal s . The roof of this 
house slopes only one way, therefore no ridge pole was necessary, only 
rafters t hat extended the width oft e house rere needed . The window 
is the half window that was generally used in the early houses . The 
door i s homemade of wide boards . (Pi cture and inforIIB.tion concerning 
the house , supplied by Howard C. Raynesford, Ellis, Kansas . ) 
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Supports in the Wall 
This picture shows the boards t hat were placed in the wall 
under the ridge pole and rafters to prevent their sinking into the sod. 
It also shows the long boards that were placed above the windows to 
help distribute t he weight of the sod. This 1Yall was constructed in 
1900 and is still s t anding, but it has been necessary to provide addi-
tional supports . Long boards have been braced against the wall. This 
is the back view of the f ormer George Mass i e home located about ten 
miles south of Colby, Kansas . (Picture taken January 16, 1950.) 
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the rain. The boards could be bowed into shape by pl acing rocks on 
t he roof.59 After the boards were laid, they were covered with a layer 
60 of tar paper, this was r eally a heavy tarred felt . Sod was t hen pl aced 
61 on top, staring at the outside edge of the
0
roof . To help prevent 
l eaks , the s od was sometimes covered with two or three inches of shale 
62 
or a native lime which was often called ma.gnesia , chalk or clay. Some-
times a strip of s od was pl aced around the edge of the roof , then the 
rest of the r oof was covered with dirt about a f oot t hick . 63 
When the covering on the sod on the roof washed off , i t was 
necessary to replace it. If the roof was kept in repair , resodding 
64 woul d not be neces sary. Some people recommended a double l ayer of 
sod on the roof . One suggested t hat they l aid the sod on the roof 
grass side up so the grass would grow and f orm a mat to shed the wate •65 
Another t old of laying the first l ayer grass s i de .up, then the next 
59 . Interview with Sternberg . 
60 . Letter from Dr . Hickok . 
61 . Ruede , ~ • cit., p . 29. 
62 . Interview with Mrs . Rumford; Intervi ew with Hubbell; Inter-
view with H. J. Baldrey; Lrl.terview with W. J . Querbach; I nter vi ew with 
Mrs . McGimsey ; Interview with C. I . Housma.n; Letter fr om Parham; Mrs . 
Cole , .£12.• cit ., Porter,~• ci t ., p . 18 . 
93. Letter from Dr . Hickok; Letter from Miss Smith . 
64. Martna Mass ie stated that t heir r oof had never been resod-
ded . Part of the house was built in 1893, and part in 1902. The sod 
roof was replaced in 1935, and did not leak except hen the sod was 
blown off around the edges of the roof . 
65 . Inter view with Mrs . Rumford; Interview with Everett Rumford. 
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House Being Constructed 
The picture shows Mr. and Mrs . Leonard Ramsey, with the help of 
their children, laying sod on the roof of their sod house -which was built 
in 1948. Martin Lovin is lifting the sod from the running gears of a wagon. 
The boards were covered with tar paper, sod was placed on top to provide 
weight and hel p to make the wall firm and solid. (Picture provided by 




layer grass side domi. Regardless of which way the s od was laid, un-
less the roof was covered with some material t hat would fonn a hard 
cover on top, the roof would be covered with weeds and growing plants 
67 
during wet weather. One account states that the garden roof of a sod 
house covered with blooming flowers in the spring and early summer, 
was a beautiful s i ght. 68 
The hip roof was a type of construction that was seldom used 
on sod houses . It s loped on all f our si des, but the ends sloped up 
only a short distance, it did not come to a point in the middle. 69 A 
picture of a house with t ~is type of r oof is shown on the next page. 
If the settler feared that the strong winds of Western Kansas 
might unroof his home, precautions were taken to anchor the roof . In 
this case a roof pl ate could be placed on top of the sod walls . These 
consisted of 2 x 6 inch or 2 x 8 inch planks. Holes were bored along 
the center of the plates, and through those hol es , one or two foot 
long wooden pegs or iron bolts could be driven down into the sod of 
.66. Lett er from Derby. 
67. Interview with Mrs . Rumford : Whittemore , ;?£• cit ., p . 37; 
Dick, ~- .£!!:.·, p . 114; Mrs . Toothaker , ~ - cit .; Jeff, Jenkins, The 
Northern Tier; or Life Among the Home stead Settlers (Topeka, Kansas: 
Geo. w. Martin,Kansas Publishing House, 1880), P• 149. 
68. Kansas City Star, July 18, 1935. 
69. Butcher,~• cit., p. 12, shows a picture of a sod house 
with a sod roof built in this manner~ Robert T. McGrath, Hays, Kansas, 
January 27, 1950, told of living i n a house when he was a young boy, 
which had a roof built in t hat manner , although this house was not in 
Western Kansas. 
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Sod House in Phillips County 
This house has a roof of the hip type , although it is a shingled 
roof and not of sod . This is the home of Hilda Meyer sout hwest of Phillips-
burg, Kansas . Some of the stucco has come off t he house, showing the 
sods beneath . This house was buil t about 1894. (Picture and informa-




One instance was recounted in which, after pl acing on the 
roof boards, 2 x 4 inch boards were placed on top of the roof above the 
roof plate and the bolts run through them, then nuts screwed on the bolts . 71 
It was possible to use material other than sod for a roof cover-
ing. Some people thatched their roofs with bundles of cane . It was 
sometimes necessary to replace this thatch. 72 In some instances strips 
f t . d f. t . 1 73 Wh 1 b o in were use as roo lllg ma eria. en um er, and money, became 
more plentiful, some sod houses were covered with shingled roofs . A 
good roof would help to protect the walls from the weather and prolong 
the life of the house. 
One problem which .had to be solved by the sett lers, which, though 
not a part of the roof was an addition to it, was the chimney. This 
usually consisted of a piece of stove pipe stuck through the roof. It 
was necessary to protect the wood in the roof f rom the danger of f ire 
from an overheated stove pipe, by placing tin between the ipe and the 
roof. This would leave a spot which would l eak easily . As a protection 
against leaks, and t o keep the chimney from blowing away, sod was some-
d d- tl · 7 4 Th. . ill t t d . th . t times place up aroun 1e pipe. is is us ra e in e pie ure 
70. Porter,~- cit., pp . 17-18; letter ~rom Mrs. Lupton; 
letter from Willie Terrell; letter from Frank Swink. 
71. Porter,££_• cit., p . 18. 
72. Interview with Lingenfelder. 
73. Interview wi th Mrs. Rumford; Interview with Miss Massie, who 
said that their old s od house had the sod roof until the strong winds of 
1935 forced them to replace the s ods with a metal covering. 
74. Interview with Mrs . Rumford; Interview with Mrs . Querbach. 
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on page twenty-four. One old timer said the chimneys were usually 
made out of an old cream can. 75 Such a chimney is shown in the picture 
on the next page. 
76 
Some sod houses were covered with canv~s roofs. One of the 
first, sod houses in Dodge City is supposed to have been covered with 
a roof made of buffalo hides. 77 
Partitions and Floors 
Many of the early sod houses did not have any real partitions . 
To provide some privacy and divide the one room building into several 
rooms, sheets or curtains were hung. 78 It was possible t o use the can-
vas wagon cover for a partition. 79 It these things were l acking, a 
quilt or a piece of rag carpet could be hung. 80 As the f amily grew in 
size, an addition could be built on, if the sod house wei"e too small . 
In this case the original s od wall became the partition between the 
rooms. If the building were quite long, a s od partit:bn could be 
75. Letter from Beougher. 
76. Carl Coke Rister, Southern Plainsmen (Norman_: Univer sity 
of Oklahoma Press, 1938), p . 65; Colonel Homer v. Wheeler, Buffalo Days, 
The Personal Narrative of a Cattleman, Indian Fighter and ArITff Officer 
(Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Zc 1929), p:--4-. -
77. Interview with Merritt L. Beeson, Dodge City, Kansas , 
February 4, 1950, Mr . Beeson has a picture of this house in his museum. 
78. Interview with Wells; Interview with Cox; Interview ,vith 
Miller; Letter from Florence Pulver, Osborne , Kansas, Ma.rch 7, 1950 . 
79. Letter from Derby ; 11 Kansas Scrapbook, Biography," Vol. 7, 
PP• 16-17. 
80 . Dick, ~• cit., p. ll4; Interview with Mrs. Ida A. Housman, 
Jetmore, Kansas, November 24, 1949. 
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Sod House in Wallace County 
This picture was taken in 1924 .i.n Wallace County. The sod on 
the roof appears to be of double thickness . One chimney looks like it 
was made ~roman old cream can. (Picture provided by Mrs . Nellie I . 
Addison, Hays , Kansas . ) 
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erected in the center. 81 If lumber were accessible, a wood partition 
could be made. 82 later many partitions were built of l ath and plaster. 83 
. 84 In one house, the wood partition was made into a storage closet. 
Sometimes the sod house was placed on cground from which the 
sod had been plowed to build the house . This l eft the smoothly plowed 
85 earth to be the f loor of the house . The gras s might be cut close to 
the ground and the sod lef t for the f loor of the house . This f loor 
86 would soon become smooth and hard. The earth f loor would gr adually 
wear off, leaving the furniture standing hi gher than the center of the 
87 
floor . This could be f illed with dirt, moi stened and packed doi.vn . 
The dirt f loors wer e sprinkled with wat er and tamped down . 88 One of 
the early pioneers remembers that, while living with his grandmother 
when a small boy, his weekly j ob was t o get s ome clay dirt which he 
mixed with a little water then brushed it over the f loor and left it 
81. Letter from Parham; Bird,££• cit ., p . 11 . 
82 . Interview wi t h Hubbell; Lett er from Swink; Interview with 
Mrs . McGimsey . 
83. Lett er from Mrs . Lupton . 
84. letter from Mrs . Rex Paul sen, Palo Alto, California, March 6, 
1950 . 
85. Interview with Wells ; "Kansas Reminiscences , Clippings ," 
Vol. h, pp . 123-124. 
86. Macdonald, 9.E• cit., p. 2; "Kansas De scription, Clippings, 11 
Vol. l, pp . 180-183; Bird, 9,£• ~•, P• 11. 
87. Mrs . Cole,~- ci t . 
88 . Street, 9.E• cit ., p . 39; Interview with W. J. Querbach; 
Mrs . Toothaker, 9.E• cit. 
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to dry. This caked into a fairly smooth, hard covering, and helped to 
89 
prevent the floor from wearing away. 
Many of the women covered the f loors with rag rugs or carpets. 
First a layer of straw was placed on the grouBd, then the carpet was 
stretched across the straw. If the carpet covered the entire floor of 
the r oom, small wooden pegs were driven i nto the f loor around the wall s ; 
then the carpet was tacked to the pegs. 90 Some of the early homes had 
stone floors. 91 
As soon as it could be accomplished , a wooden f l oor was l aid 
. 92 in the sod house, at l east in the most used room--the kitchen. These 
floors were made of very wide boards, of eit her 1 x 6 inches or 1 x 12 
inches. 93 A present day sod house has a floor made of eight inch ship-
lap.94 Many of the f loors were laid directly on the dirt, but some l aid 
joists and made floors the same as they are made in houses today . 95 A 
really elaborate house might have mop boards built at the bott om of the 
wau.96 
89. Interview with Hubbell. 
90. Interview with Mrs . McGimsey; Interview with Mrs . querbach; 
letter from Gressler; Mrs . Toothaker,~• cit. 
91. Letter from D. K. Hollinger, Russell, Kansas , March 4, 1950. 
92. Letter from Swink. 
93. Letter from Parham; Interview with Glaze; Interview with 
Lingenfelder; Porter,~• cit., P• 18. 
94. Lett er from Mrs . Paulsen. 
95. Letter from Mrs. Lupton. 
96. 11Kansas Description Clippings," Vol. 1, P• 170. 
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Finishing the Inside of the House 
It might take as long as a year for a sod house to settle . 97 
After the walls had settled, they were plastered inside with whatever 
material there was at hand. Many made the plaster out of sand and 
native lime, which many called either gypsum or magnesia or marl . 
This was found, usually on the hills, a short distance below the sur-
98 face of the ground. This made a nice, smooth wall , but if the roof 
leaked, it would wask off very easily. 99 This plaster helped to cover 
any cracks, and served as a protection against mice and snakes working 
through the walls. other materials that 1nrere used as plaster were : 
chalk, shale, clay mixed with sand, or clay mixed with ashes . 100 
Although the plastered walls might be lighter in color than 
the sod walls, many were still rather dark. To make the house brighter, 
many whitewashed the walls using slacked lime.101 One account told of 
the walls being -whitewashed twice a year.102 One house was described in 
97. Letter from Parham., 
98. Letter from Mrs . Lupton; Letter from Swink; Interview with 
Hubbell; Tulterview with Glaze; Interview with Cox; Porter, op. cit ., p . 18. 
99 . Letter from Dr. Hickok; Letter from Derby ; Interview with 
l\[rs . Rumford; Ruede, op. cit., p . 29. 
100. 111Hlillips County, Clippings, 11 Vol. 2, advocates the use of 
chalk; Interview with Mrs . McGimsey, stated that shale was used as 
plaster; Interview with Miller, gave clay and sand, which was also 
stated as the material used by Ruede, op. cit., p . 29; Dick, op . cit., 
p . 114, said that clay and ashes were used-.- --
101. Porter, op. cit., p . 18; letter from Parham; Letter from 
Derby; Interview with Mrs . McGimsey . 
102. Kansas City Star, July 18, 1935. 
which the woman, to decorate the walls after they had been whitevrashed, 
had used a cloth dipped in bluing to make a pattern of spots on the 
walls.103 In some homes the walls were covered with wall paper. 104 In 
105 other instances newspapers were pasted on the walls. 
One account t old how a clothes closet was made in the wall when 
the house was being built. One of the layers of sod, in the double 
thickness wall, was left out for a few feet. This left a niche in the 
106 wall, which, when covered with a curtain, ma.de a fine closet space. 
Most of the ear~- sod houses had no ceilings. Mice sometimes 
dug through the r oof, and they were frequently fellowed by snakes, which 
would ·tnen fall onto the furniture or floor of the house. Centipedes 
and other kinds of bugs as well as dirt fell £rom the ceiling. To pre-
vent this, many people stretched muslin across the rafters. One person 
107 remembered seeing a mouse run across the muslin f ollowed by a snake. 
If paper were pasted to the cloth, the moisture would stretch the cloth 
tight so it would not sag. 108 One instance is given in which paper alone 
was attached to the r~fters to form the ceiling.109 
103. Interview with Wells. 
104. Cole,.!?£,• cit. 
105. Jenkins,.!?£,• cit., p . 150; Margaret hittemore, Sketch-
book of Kansas Landmarks (Topeka, Kansas: The College Press, Zc 193§/), 
P• 49:-
106. Interview with Mrs. querbach. 
107. Interview with Wells; Letter from Parham; Mrs. Toothaker, 
.!?E.· cit. 
108. Interview with Mrs . Rumford . 
109. 11Scott County, Clippings, 11 Vol. 1, P• 73. 
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Interior of Sod House 
This picture shows the interior of the sod house at Codell, Kansas 
before it was plastered with cement. At the back of the stove is shown 
the sod partition between the rooms. The sods are four inches thick. 
There are three rooms in the house which is 48 x 18 feet . (Picture 
provided by Mr . Ed Frank, Hays , Kansas . Information from The Ellis County 
News, May 20, 1948. ) 
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The more modern sod houses which have a shingled roof, usually 
110 
have ceilings. Many of these are made with lath and pl aster. One 
is described in which the ceiling is made of six inch tongue and groove 
f looring boards.111 
The size of the windows and doors depended on the financ i al 
resources of the builder, or on what he could buy in his localit y . 112 
In the early houses, most of the windows were one sash containing f our 
or six glasses of seven by ei ght or eight by ten inch panes . The f r ames 
were usually home made. 113 The window was generally set t owards the 
outside of the wall, t hus making addeep window s ill on whi ch f lowers 
were· of ten kept, never f reezing during the winter. The deep sill al so 
114 made a good seat. Even the snakes liked t o curl up on the window 
. . 115 sill in the warm sun. 
The one sash windows di d not usually open, if f resh air was . 
wanted it was necessary to ei ther open t he door or take t he window out 
116 117 
of its frame. Some windows were hinged at t he top and thus opened. 
110. Lett er from Mrs. Lupton. 
111. Letter from Mrs. Paulsen. 
112. Letter from Swink. 
113. Interview with Cox; Interview wi th Hubbell; Inter view 
with W. J. Querbach; Interview with Wells. 
114. Interview with Mrs. Rittenhouse; Int erview with Mrs. McG:i.msey; 
Letter f rom Nirs. Volker; Letter from Mrs. Johnson; uitter from Mrs. Paulsen; 
Constable,~• cit., p . 12. 
115. uitter from Beougher. 
116. Interview with Wells; Interview with W. J. Querbach. 
117. Interview with Glaze. 
There were not many windows in a sod house, which is one reason 
why they were usually dark, but there was usually at least one window 
in each room. Some of the houses had a window on each of the sides , 
the number depended on the desires of the builder. 
The door of the sod house was home made, usually of 1 x 12 inch 
boards. The doors were hung to the inside of the door frame and opened 
inward. If there were a screen door, it was hung on the outside of the 
118 
door frame . One person said that the wide door sill made a nice pl ace 
119 
for the dog to lie doYm. If the entire wall around the door was not 
covered by the board frame, it was frequently covered with pl aster . 
This made a cleaner door-way and protected the sod from being broken 
by the passage of the people . 120 
Quite frequently the hinges were also home made of leather from 
121 
an old harness, or possibly of wood. Or they might have iron hinges 
made by the blacksmitn.122 The early door fasteners were a whang string 
which was pulled inside at night . 123 A wooden latch was sometimes made 
124 to fasten the door. 
118. Interview with Cox; Interview with Hubbell; Interview with 
W. J. Querbach; letter from Gressler. 
119. Interview with Mrs . Rumford. 
120. Interview with W. J. Querbach; Interview with Mrs . Rwnford. 
121. Macdonald, QJ2.• cit., describes l eather hinges; Topeka 
Capital, September 6, 1932. 
122. Kansas City Star, July 18, 1935. 
123. letter from Beougher. 
124. Ruede, cit., P• 43. 
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Sod House in Colby, Kansas 
This picture shows the end of the house that was built at the 
fairgrounds in Colby, Kansas , i n 1932 . The house is 16 x 20 feet, the 
walls two feet thi ck and plastered with native magnesia . The plaster 
has washed off the outside bu·~ i s still good on the interior . The 
doors are hung with wooden hinges . The roof is of sod over boards . 
(Picture taken January 16, 1950 . ) 
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Description of the Building 
The size of the sod house depended upon the needs of the family. 
Many of the houses had but one room, while others had two or more. In 
some instances the one room was quite large ~nd could be divided into 
several rooms by temporary partitions. The house might range in width 
from ten to twenty feet with a general width of sixteen feet . They 
usually were not built wider because walls which were too far apart 
would not stand up under the great weight of the sod roof. The house 
could be built to any desired length.125 One man who planned to smoke 
meat and cure buffalo hides, built a large sod house twenty feet wide 
and ei~hty feet long.126 
As the family grew in number and more rooms became necessary, 
th dd d S t . 1 t dd d . d 127 ey were a e • ome 1mes a ean- o was a e on one s1 e. Or 
rooms could be added which would make the house nT" shaped, or 111 11 
128 or "U" shaped. One description was given of a sod house which was 
built w.i.th one corner lapping in front of a half dugout so the door of 
the dugout opened into the house, thus making a two roomed house .129 
Several sod houses have been described which were one and a 
half stories high. The bottom floor would have two or three rooms, 
125. This information is drawn from the many letters and notes 
on interviews now in the possession of the author. 
126. Connelley, op. cit., pp . 119-120. 
127. Interview with C. I. Housman; "Scott County, Clippings," 
Vol. 1, pp . 73-81. 
128. Interview with Miller: 11Scott County, Clippings,"' Vol. 1, p . 73 • 
129. Interview with Wells. 
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Sod House Near Herndon, Kansas 
This house was built in 1912 and is still being lived in . The 
house is in the shape of an 11 L11 , two rooms were constructed first, then 
others were added later. The wall is about 28 inches thick, of double 
layer of sods . After placing two layers of sod, a layer of cherry brush 
was laid, this helped to strengthen the ~~11 . 
It has been necessary to replace the tar paper on the roof . The 
old sod was placed back on the roof, mainly to hold the tar paper in 
place, then dirt was put on top of the sod. 
The chickens have dug around in the dust at the base of the wall , 
so to protect the wall , cement was run at the base of the wall . 
The sod house is modern, having electric lights and telephone. 
It has a wood floor, but no ceiling, the rafters are uncovered. 
Before building this house, the people lived in a sod house with 
a brush roof. (Picture and information by Mrs. John W. Johnson, Herndon, 
Kansas.) 
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and there would be two rooms upstairs. One of these homes is still 
s tanding near Meade , Kansas.130 There were some sod houses built which 
131 were two stories high. 
When some of the early frame building~ were found to be too 
cold in the winter time, a l ayer of sod was built up around t he out-
side, and a sod roof was put on t op of the frame roof . This resulted 
. l h 132 in a warm, c ean ouse. One house was described which had a base-
ment dug beneath it. A two foot opening in the floor with steps lead-
ing down £ram it, was the means of access to the basement . 133 
The sod house was cool in summer and warm in winter . 134 Arti-
ficial air conditioning was not necessary in the sod house . 135 One 
early day doctor was quoted as saying that there never was another 
house built in Kansas that was as healthful for people as the old sod 
house. People had fewer colds and less sickness when they lived in 
the sod houses. 136 
130. Letter from Miss Smith. 
131. Interview with Glaze; Letter from Elias; Letter from 
Smith, who states that there was a two story sod house s t anding a f ew 
years ago in Haskell County west of Old Santa Fe . The Ulysses News, 
April 10, 1941, p . 41, tells of one near Boise City , Oklahoma, that is 
still in use. 
132. Interview with Glaze; "Minnesota History," Vol. 12, PP • 
136-137, in the Kansas State Historical Society Library. 
133. Interview vdth Mrs . McGimsey. 
134. Among the people contacted, the point was agreed upon. 
135. Letter from R. L. Smith; Letter from :Mrs. Johnson. 
136. Interview with :Mrs. Rittenhouse, quoting Dr. T. C. Bowie, 
formerly of Hanston, Kansas 
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Only a little fuel was required to keep a sod house warm, and 
this fuel usually cons i sted of buff alo chips . The chips were gather ed 
and stacked so t hey could be protected from the weat her . A small s od 
shed could be built to hold them or t hey coUild be cover ed vri t h straw 
137 
or corn fodder. One experience was r ecounted in whi ch, during a 
blizzard, t he f amily ran out of f uel, but di d not wish t o uncover their 
rick of buff alo chips to obtain more, f or t he snow woul d then blow in 
on the supply and r uin them f or use. Thi s f armer had corn stored which 
he had just completed husking, s o they burned t he corn, which gave them 
plenty of warmth unt il the end of the st or m. 138 In emer gencies t he 
sett lers sometimes burned hay. To make it burn longer , they twisted 
the hay in bunches.139 
One woman who has lived i n a s od house almost all her life , 
said t hat it never froze in t he house as long a s the r oof was ~over ed 
with s od. After a tin roof was put on t he house, it would s ometimes 
f r ee ze in the t wo r ooms t hat were t o t he nort h s i de of t he house, but 
it never f r oze in the ot her rooms.140 Another account s tat ed t hat t he 
only time water f roze in the house in forty- ni ne years, was caused by 
t he cold air coming t hrough a hole in t he wall t hat was made by a rat . 141 
137. Interview with Lea Maranville , Ness City, Kansas , November 4, 
1949; Letter from Derby; Int erview with Lingenfelder; and many other s . 
138 . Interview wi t h Mrs . McGimsey. 
139 . Interview with • J. Querbach. 
140. Interview with Miss Mas sie. 
141. IISherman Collllty, Clippings,'' Vol. 1, P• 219, Kansas State 
Historical Society Library. 
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One woman, who is still living in a s od house, believes it to 
be the warmest house in existence. There is no draft in a sod house 
and the f loor is always warm. It is a nice place to be in a bad storm, 
142 for you cannot hear the rain or wind. 
The sod house dweller did not need to fear the strong prairie 
winds, nor the destruction of a prairie fire. 143 Care was needed to 
protect the roof from a hot chimney, but many of the earliest homes 
did not have that worry either for they were heated by a f ireplace 
made of sod . The fireplace was built when the wall was constructed, 
by building out around it. The f ireplace was about two feet high and 
two· feet wide , the chimney of sod was built up on the outs i de of the 
144 
wall. 
Some of the early settlers built stoves of clay. To make the 
clay bricks, small wooden f orms were made from odd pieces of wood or 
split logs. Into this was packed a mixture of sand, clay and water. 
This was mixed to a sticky mud, tten pounded into the f orms. The bricks 
were left to dry in the sun, when they wer e har d, they wer e l aid up with 
a clay mortar. The stove was usually built about f our feet wide and 
four feet deep with two or more holes in the top in which a kettle could 
set . The chimney was made of the same material . Sometimes an oven was 
built of t his same material, outside of the house . 145 
142. Letter from Mrs . Johnson. 
143. Dick, QE• cit. , p . 115; Letter from Mrs . Paulsen. 
144. Letter from W. J. Querbach; Letter from Pulver . 
145. The Ellis County News, April 15, 1948. 
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The sod house was generally built as a temporary, emer gency 
shelter, which was not intended to last very long. Most of them stood 
from ten to twenty years ; although many di d not last that long. In 
fact some that were poorly constructed fell 1 down wit h the f irst good 
rain that crune along. The durability of t he house depended to a very 
great extent on the skill of t he builder and t he method in which t he 
house was constructed. It also d~pended on the nature of t he roof . 
If the roof di d not l eak, and t he eaves extended out far enough t o 
protect t he walls from being badl y soaked by the rain, the house would 
last for a long t ime. Mice and other burrowing animal s would undermine 
the walls. Cattle were a great enemy of t he sod house, for in rubbing 
against the corners , which were thus weakened, t he lif e of t he sod 
house was shortened; so it was necessar y t o protect the houses f rom 
146 the cattle. 
In the early days protect ion was also needed from the buffalo . 
One account tells of the house having been left vacant for several 
months duri ng the winter, when the owner came back, he found t hat t he 
147 house had been destroyed by buffalo. A settler, now one hundred 
years old, tells of seeing their new sod church destroyed by t wo buffalo 
that were f i ghting.148 
146. The information is drawn from the many letters and notes 
on interviews now in the possession of the author. 
147. Connelley,~• cit., P• 120. 
148. Clarence A. Schamber, 11The Evolution of Schools in Phillips 
County Kansas. 11 Unpublished Master's Thesis, Fort Hays Kansas State 
Colleg~, July 26, 1949, p. 23, quoting Frederick C. Albright, Logan, 
Kansas. 
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In spite of all the things that would tend to destroy the sod 
house, some stood for many years without any protective covering on 
the outside. The sod house on the Volker farm ten miles northeast of 
Stafford stood f or about sixty-five years before it collapsed . Rats 
and skunks di gging through the walls after the house was used f or a 
chicken house, helped to destroy it. The house originally had a split 
pole r oof covered with sod, this was replaced with a shingle roof . 149 
Another old s od house, which i s still standing but has no pro-
tective covering, is illustrated in the picture on the next page . The 
house was started in 1890 and the first part completed in 1893. The 
last addition was made in 1902. This house is still standing and was 
lived in until the winter of 1948. The walls of the old house have 
been reinforced and braced with poles . Around the one corner of the 
oldest part of the house, boards have been placed t o protect it. 
Cement has been run at the base of the wall to protect it from the 
dogs which dug into the walls trying to find a cool spot during the 
summer heat. The original sod roof was repl a ced by a tin covering in 
150 
1935. 
An account is given of a sod house with a sod roof that was 
still in use in Scott County in 1936 . This house had been built in 
1899.151 
149. Letter from .Mrs . Volker. 
150. Interview with Miss Massie . 
151. "Scott County, Clippings," Vol. 1, pp . 73-81. An attempt 
to obtain more information about these sod houses was unsuccessful. The 
people contacted believed there were no sod houses still in use in Scott 
County. 
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Sod House South of Colby, Kansas 
This is a picture of the former George Massie sod house about 
ten miles south of Colby on the road to Monument . Of' the part shown in 
the picture, the two rooms on the left side were corpleted in 1893, the 
room on the right end was added in 1902 . While the kitchen which was 
built on the back of the house making it 11T11 shaped was built in 1900. 
The house had a telephone, running water , and was wired for electricity. 
The house was lived in until the winter of 1948 . After the 
blizzard in November of that year, in which the house was buried by the 
snow, the young woman and her elderly mother, who is in poor health, 
moved to town; but they prefer living in the old sod house to living in 
the modern frame house as they are now doing . 
Much has been done to protect and preserve the old sod walls. 
At the right hand corner of the house can be seen the cement that was 
built in at the base of the wall to stop the dogs from di gging into the 
wall . (Picture was taken January 16, 1950. ) 
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There is a four roomed sod house near Herndon, Kansas, that has 
a sod roof and is still being used. The owners believe that a sod house 
is the best kind made.152 A picture of this house appears on page 47. 
Various methods were used by the people to protect the walls from 
being worn away . A few covered the outside with weatherboards.153 The 
Peter Robidoux house in Wallace County was built in 1889. The sod walls 
were covered with a veneer of cement brick about 1914. It has been 
lived in most of the time for the last sixty years, and a member of the 
family believes it could last another sixty years.154 
Many houses vrere plastered on the outs i de, but if a plaster were 
u~ed made out of native lime and sand, it would not l ast very long, but 
would gradually be vvashed away by the rain. A house built about 1910 
which was covered Ydth chicken wire and then plastered, i s still standing 
in Wallace, Kansas, and is being used for a garage . Another built about 
1909 and covered with hail screa1 and cement, is still in good shape.155 
A sod house located about eight miles north of Modoc, Kansas, was 
built in 1916. This house has a shingle roof, and the walls nave been 
covered with stucco. The picture of this house on the f ollowing page, 
may explain why some people believe that s od houses are no longer being 
156 
lived in. This one is now occupied. 
152. Letter from Mrs. Johnson. 
153. Letter from Mrs . Lupton. 
154. Letter from Frank Madigan, Wallace, Kansas, Januar y 30, 1950 . 
155. Letter from Madigan. 
156. Letter from Mrs . Paulsen. 
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Modern Sod House 
This house is located about eight miles north of Modoc, Kansas. 
The house was built in 1916 after a prairie fire, which started in Eastern 
Colorado then traveled eastward, destroyed all the buildings and stock 
on the place . The members of the f amily escaped destruction by going 
into the cellar , although they were nearly suffocated. The f ire was 
stopped by the Pacific Railroad Track. The day f ollowing the f ire, 
the neighbors built the sod house for the family . It is 16 x 32 feet, 
divided into t wo rooms . 
The house has a shingled roof, the ceilings of six inch tongue 
and groove flooring boards, and the floors are made of ei ght inch ship-
lap . The outside of the house is stuccoed, while the inside walls are 
plastered. (Information and picture provided by Mrs . Rex Paulsen, Palo 
Alto, California, who lived in this house f or t hree summers and one 
winter . ) 
CHAPTER III 
CONTEMPORARY SOD HOMES 
Dugouts 
The simplest type of a sod house was the dugout, and the easiest 
of these to build was a hole dug back into the side of a hill or ravine. 
The ground itself formed the roof. After the digging was completed, 
all that the builder had to do was to put in a door and door frame, 
and perhaps a small window. A hole for the stove pipe was dug through 
t~e top of the hill. 1 
A slightly more difficult dugout to build, was one that was 
not completely underground. Sometimes the front of this type of a 
house had to be constructed of sods, logs, or stone; then a roof made 
of poles, straw, sod, and dirt was added.2 
The early trappers and hunters built simple dugouts to live in 
during the winter. They did not require many tools to construct, and 
were a good protection from the cold and the Indians. Canvas or skins 
could be hung over the doorway . 3· 
1. Totter from H.F. Schmidt, Dodge City, Kansas, February 4, 
1950; Cass G. Barns, M. ID ., The Sod House ••• (Madison, Nebraska: 
Cass G. Barns, 1930), p. 58.- - --
2. Totter from W. M. Parham, Logan, Kansa~February 14, 1950; 
Interview with H. John Baldrey, Hanston, Kansas, February 4, 1950; Inter-
vievr with Thornton w. Wells, Hays, Kansas, February 9, 1950; Jeff Jenkins, 
The Northern Tier: or Life Among the Homestead Settlers (Topeka, Kansas: 
Geo. W. Martin, Kansas Publishing House, 1880), p. 149. 
3. Mrs. Pearl Toothaker, "Sod Houses in Sheridan County," typed 
manuscript; "'Kansas Scrapbook, Biography," Vol. 7, pp. 16-17, Kansas State 
Historical Society Library. 
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The dugouts were made any size desired. One account describes 
these 11 subterranean habitations 11 as being about ten feet wide, and 
t went y feet long.4 Another account states t hey were usually made about 
t welve by f ourteen feet. 5 Sometimes the dugout roof sloped only one 
way, but usually it had a peaked type of roof. 6 The back wall was l ai d 
up above the surface of the ground about t wo feet hi gh in the center. 
The front of the dugout, if built of s ods , mi ght sett l e . To keep the 
roof even, f orked posts were placed at the back and in the middl e of 
the f ront to support t he ridge pole which was l ai d across them. Split 
J..ogs were l a i d from the ridge pole t o the sides of the dugout . These 
were covered wi t h willows and hay, which were covered with sods and 
7 dirt was then thrown on top. 
The dugouts were darker than the sod house. Usually ther e was 
only one half window beside the door, or possibly one on each side of 
the door. Occasionally a Yvi ndow was pl aced in the back wall, in t hat 
8 portion which was constructed to f orm the peak of t he roof . 
4. John H. Tice, Over the Pl ains , on the Mountains ••• (St. 
Louis, Missouri: "Industrial age 11 PrintingCompany, 1872), p . 43 . 
5. Jenkins, ~- cit., p . 149 . 
6. Everett Dick, The Sod-House Frontier ••• (New York: D. 
Appleton-Century Company, 1937), p . ill. 
7. Letter from J.E. Van Pelt, Great Bend, Kansas, February 23, 
1950; Intervi ew Ydth Will iam J. Querbach, Hanston, Kansas, November 23 , 
1950; Interview with H.J. Bal drey; Letter f rom H. C. Frazier, Prot ection, 
Kansas, February 19, 1950; Adolph Roeni gk, Pioneer History~ Kansas 
(ffenver: Great Western Publishing Company, c 1931/), P• 300 . 
8. Interview with Mrs. Eva McGimsey, Hays , Kansas , February 20, 
1950; Interview with Mrs. Ida A. . Housman, Jetmore, Kansas , November 24, 
1949; Letter from Van Pelt. 
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The dugouts wer e much warmer than the s od house , requiring little 
f uel t o keep t hem war m. Building a firepla ce in a dugout was an easy 
job . A hole was dug in the bank at the back of the room, then dug up 
to the surface for the chimney. A few l aye~s of sod were pl aced around 
the t op of the hol e to rai se the chimney above the surface of the ground . 9 
A chinmey could be built of stones or of sticks pl astered wi th mud. 10 
If rock was plentiful, the f irepl ace, in fact the whole dugout, could 
be lined wi th rock . This made it much cleaner . Rock was fre quently 
used to build the front of the dugout, then the r egul ar dirt roof was 
11 
added. 
The dugout s which were built in the banks of creeks or draws 
were subject to f loods, which i s one reason why they became unpopul ar 
as dwelling pl aces; although the dugout was bet ter protection from the 
wind and Indians than was the sod house . 12 
Many of the men who worked on the early railroads lived in 
dugouts. The dugout of one s tation keeper was built mostly of rail-
road ties . It was fifteen feet wi de and t wenty- eight feet long, with 
the side~ built above the ground about two feet with railroad t i es . 
There were small windows on three sides , and a l ar ge window on the s ide 
9. Int er view with W. J. Querbach : Interview with Wells; Letter 
from Van Pelt; George Bird Grinnell, Two Great Scouts and Their Pawnee 
Battalion ••• (Clevel and: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 192BJ;° P• 29 . 
10. Carl Coke Rister, Southern Plainsmen (Norman: Universi ty 
of Oklahoma Press, 1938), P• 66. 
11. Interview with Wells, Intervi ew with John Lingenfelder, 
Hans:on, Kansas, November 5, 1949 . 
12. Dick,££• cit., p . 111; Interview with Mrs . Housman; Inter-
view with Mrs. Ellen -Y:-<Juerbach, Hanston, Kansas, February 4, 1950. 
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which had the door. The ridge pole , a bridge t imber, was supported by 
railroad ties. The r af ters were ties l ai d c.lose together and covered 
with dirt. 13 Thi s dugout was descr ibed as a classy structure . 
The dugout was cons i dered a temporar y, shelter until something 
bet ter could be built. It was very inexpens i ve t o const r uct , in fact 
i t could be built at no cost, al t hough i t would be quite cr ude having 
no door or window. mini s t er in Nebr aska gave the cost of a f ourteen 
f oot square dugout built in 1872. The cost was i temized as f ollows : 
One window (8 x 10 gl as s ) 
18 feet of lumber f or f ront door 
Latch and hanging (no lock) 
Length of pipe to go t hr ough roof 








The half - dugouts resemb d the s od house more than a dugout. 
In f act they were s ometimes called simpl y a s od house; al though they 
wer e quite f requentl y r eferred t o as dugouts . The half- dugout i s partl y 
underground. A place the si ze of the house is dug i n the gr ound to the 
depth of three 13~ four feet. The walls are t hen built t o the r equired 
height in t he same manner as the walls of a s od house are constructed; 
then it i s roofed in the same manner as the sod house. Quite frequently 
the half-dugout is dug int o t he t op of a hills i de, but it can be built 
13. Adolph Roenigk,~•~-, PP • 168-169. 
l4. Dick,~• cit., p. 112. 
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on the level gro1U1d. In the latter case a passageway had to be dug to 
the door levei.15 
The windows in a half-dugout were generally small half windows , 
or they could be full sized vvindows placed sideways. If the half -
dugout was dug into the s ide of a hill, the front sometimes opened 
on l evel ground . In t hat case full sized windows could be placed in 
16 the front of the house. 
Sometimes the walls of the house were constructed of stone, 
17 
then a sod roof was built. 
One account gave an estimate of the cost of the hal f - dugout, 
this particular individual did not own a team or wagon, so his expenses 
were probably a little higher than they would have been f or a person 
doing his own hauling and sod breaking. 
Ridgepole and hauling (including 
t wo loads of f irewood) 
Rafters and straw 
2 lbs nails 
Hinges 
11/indow 
Total cash paid 






15. Charles Moreau Harger, "A Visit to Sod-House La.nd, 11 Woman's 
Home Companion XXXI (November , 1904), p . 10; "Kansas Description, 
Clippings, 11 Vol. 1, pp . 180-183, Kansas State Historical Society Library; 
Interview with C. V. Glaze, Hays, Kansas , February 2, 1950; Interview 
with W. J. Querbach; Letter from W. F. Hughes, Stockton, Kansas, February 11, 
1950; letter from Dr. Galen R. Hickok, Brownsville, Texas, March 6, 1950. 
16. Catherine Wi ggins Porter, "Building a Kansas •Soddy ' --
1885, 11 edited by Kenneth Wi ggins Porter, The Kansas :WJagazine (1942), 
P• 17. 
17. Interview with George F. Sternberg, Hays, Kansas, March 1, 
1950; Interview with Wells. 
Paid for in work 
Lwnber 
Hauling 
Hauling the firewood 







To keep the house dry, a ditch was sometimes dug around the 
outside to carry away the rain water . 19 
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One half-dugout of three rooms which was built in 1886 was still 
occupied in 1936. This was located about twenty miles northwest of 
Leoti, Kansas . It has been torn down since that date , but thi s shows 
20 that the half- dugout was just as durable as the regular sod house . 
18. Howard Ruede , Sod- House (ys, Letters from~ Kansas Home-
steader 1877-78, edited by John Ise New York: Col wnbia Univers ity 
Press, 1937),p. 4J. 
19. "Kansas Description, Clippings, 11 Vol . 1, PP• 180-183. 
20. "Scott County, Clippings," Vol. 1, p . 75, Kansas State 
Historical Society Library. 
CHAPI'ER IV 
OTHER SOD BUILDINGS 
Schoolhouses 1-,_, 
The sod schoolhouses were built in the same way as the sod 
house. Many of the sod schools were built before there were any organ-
ized school districts. They were subscription schools, each family 
providing for its children and helping to pay the wages of the teacher. 
When the people had decided to build a school and had chosen the site, 
all .. the p~ople in the neighborhood gathered with their horses, plows, 
and wagons. While the men built the schoolhouse, which usually did not 
take longer than a day, the women prepared the noon meal.1 
In the sod school pictured on the next page, the first seats 
were boards placed across rocks , there were no de sks . tater home-made 
seats and desks were provided. Although there were disadvantages to a 
sod schoolhouse, there were some advantages too. For example, if the 
teacher felt that one of t he students was in need of a little chastise-
ment, all that the teacher needed to do was reach up to the roof and 
2 
pull out a willow switch. 
One little red frame schoolhouse was so open and cold that the 
school board had it walled up with a layer of sods on the outside. In 
1. William D. Street, "The Victory of the Plow, 11 Collections 
of the Kansas State Historical Society, 1905-1906, IX (1906), pp . 
'38-39; D9tter from Dr. Galen R. Hickok, Brownsville, Texas, March 26, 
1950. 
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Ol d cod School House 
This sod school was located in Ness County seven miles south 
and one mile east of Ness City, Kansas . When the school was started, 
there was no organized district, it was a subscription school. The 
first seats were boards placed across rocks . Every family had to 
provide books and materials for its own children. 
There are a few parents pictured. The teacher is seated in 
the chair to the front of the building. The donor of this picture is 
the small boy, number 20, seated on the ground in the front of the 
picture . (Picture and information provided by Claude Miller, Ness City, 
Kansas . ) 
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that day, when most of the buildings were made of s od, the children 
were very proud of their frame s choolhouse . If anyone called it s od, 
they were immedi ately corrected. 3 
Frequently, instead of constructing a new building for the s chool, 
the settlers used a house or dugout that had been abandoned, or s chool 
coul d be held in the home of one of the settlers . 4 In Wichita, in 1870, 
the first school was held in an abandoned s oldi ers• half-dugout. To 
permit more light to enter , two small windows were placed in the roof . ' 
The first school in Norton, Kansas, was a dugout that was first 
used _as a school in December, 1873. There were sixteen pupils, same of 
. 6 
whom lived f i fty miles f rom school. The di s t ance to a school was fre-
quently a problem. One f amily solved thi s problem by building a sod 
house near the school s o the chil dren could live there . In stormy 
weather, the teacher s ometimes found it advantageous to stay with t he 
children in this house. 7 
One man t old of hi s experi ences while t eaching in a sod--school-
house , he had to boar d with the f amilies t hat had children in s chool. 
3. Letter from George C. Derby, Sublette, Kansas , February 20, 
1950 . 
4. Letter froml,Miss Lura S. Smith, Meade , Kansas , March 17, 1950; 
Interview with Thornton W. 'Vells , Hays , Kansas , February 9, 1950. 
5. "Kansas Description, Clippings , 11 Vol. 2, pp . 32- 38, Kansas 
State Historical Society Library; Letter from H. C. Frazier, Protection, 
Kansas, February 19, 1950, t ells of going to school in a dugout with a 
shingl e roof . 
6 • .Darius N. Bower s , Seventy Years in Norton Count y, Kansas , 1872-1942 
(Norton, Kansas : The Norton County Champion, 1942) , p . 199 . 
7. Intervi ew with H. John Bal drey, Hanston, Kansas , February 4, 
1950; Interview with Mrs. Ellen J. Querbach, Hahston, Kansas , February 4, 
1950. 
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One family had only a t wo room sod. house, thus, when the teacher came, 
the boys had to sleep in the corn crib . In an attempt to get rid of 
bed bugs, the family had burned one of their beds with the result t hat 
the girls had to sleep on the f loor. 8 
Teaching in a sod schoolhouse had its adventures too. The 
term was generally only three months long. One woman i.vrote of teach-
ing school in such a building in 1883 , "Of course snakes and centipedes 
would fall from the roof now and then, but we didn 't pay much attent ion 
to that. Of course you know there was plenty of dirt , but we also got 
used to t hat in a Wd.Y . 11 If a rainstorm came up with a strong wind, 
they felt safe for the sod walls were strong, and it usual ly took some 
time for the roof to start leaking. 9 
The sod schoolhouse, sitting out on the prairie, needed protec-
tion from wandering stock. If the school yard was not f enced, protecting 
the schoolhouse was a problem. One school di s trict solved the difficul ty 
by const ructing a small fence around the buil di ng, about two feet away 
10 from the sod -walls. 
Another schoolhouse had a board frame built on the corners to 
help to protect them. To strengthen the walls , this schoolhouse had, 
every four feet , four inch boards placed across the wall as it was built . 11 
8. Interview with L. W. Hubbell, Jetmore, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
9. letter from Mrs . John Cole, Bazine , Kansas, February 7, 1950. 
10. Picture seen in the private museum of Merritt L. Beeson, Dodge 
City, Kansas, February 4, 1950 . 
11. Letter from Geo. S. Albertson, Hill City, Kansas, March 15, 
1950. 
Spring Hill School House 
. This school house near Hill City, Kansas, was built about 1900. 
It was used for a schoolhouse for only six or seven years. 'Ihe wall 
was twenty-two inches wide, sods of that length were laid crosswise in 
the wall . Four inch boards were laid across the wall every four feet . 
The windOV1r and door frames were home made. Boards were placed on the 
corners of the walls to protect them. The inside walls were plastered 
and white washed. There was a wood floor in the building . The roof was 
of boards with small boards nailed over the cracks. The whole was covered 
with paper, then sod placed on top . (Inf ormation from Geo . S. Albertson, 
Hill City, Kansas , picture provided by Dr . F. W. Albertson, Hays, Kansas . ) 
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In 1935 there was a sod schoolhouse still in use thirteen miles 
northeast of Leoti, Kansas . I t had been covered with cement to pr eserve 
it . It had been built in 1870. 12 
Churches 
As in building the s od school, the people also united in build-
ing the sod church . There were few sod churches constructed . If a 
schoolhouse had been built , it frequently served as a church also; or 
services were often held in the home of one of the settlers . 13 The 
people ~ere happy t o have the opportunity to go to church, they appre-
ciated the services that were held. After the church services were 
over, the people visited; f or many this was the only opportunity they 
had to visit with their neighbors .14 
Churches were built of sod because lumber was expensive and 
difficult to obtain. One church built in 18 o, was thought to have 
cost less than any other church in the United States, for it cost only 
15 ten dollars . It had a dirt f loor with sod walls and roof . One person 
told of going to Sunday School in a dugout . 16 
When the Quakers moved to Haviland, Kansas, in 1885, the near-
est place they coul d get lumber was forty miles away; so they built 
12 . Kansas City Star, July 18, 1935. 
13. This information i s dravm from the many l etters and notes 
on intervi ews now in the possession of the author . 
J.4. I nt ervi ew wi th Mrs . Eva McG:imsey, Hays, Kansas , February 20, 
1950 . 
15. The Kansas Historical Quarterly., X (1941) , P• 104. 
16 . Lett er from Miss Smith. 
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Sod Church 
The sod church near Haviland was constructed by the Quakers . 
The building was JO x 24 feet , the side walls were about six feet hi gh . 
The sod was cut in blocks 18 inches long and 10 inches wide and 3 inches 
thick. There were two windows on each side, and one door in one end. 
It had a wood f loor, and the seats were made of white pine boards. The 
church was plastered on the inside . B. H. Albertson and Jabez Hall were 
the master builders . The church was built in 1885 and was used until 
1893. (Picture provided by Ivirs . Benj . 0. Weaver, Mullinville , Kansas; 
information from thesis of Arthur Dewey Rush .) 
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their church of sod. It was JO x 24 feet with a shingl e roof and board 
floor. Services ~~re held in this church until u 17 st , 1893. School 
was also held in the church unt il a schoolhouse could be built . Beiore 
ser vices start ed the firs t Sunday, t he chil dren saw a rattlesnake about 
four feet long climbing up t he sod wall . I t was soon killed by the 
older people. The church had been buil t for several months before the 
f loor and seat s were put in pl ace. The people sat on spring seats 
brought in from t he wagons or on boards l aid on piles of shingles . The 
entire cost of this church was si xty- e i ght dollars .18 
In 1890, a small sod chapel was constructed four nliles north 
of Hays, Kansas , on what is now the J. D. Fellers farm. The chapel 
was built by t he Frank E. Hyer (Higher ?) famil y who had moved to Kansas 
from New Yor k in search of a climate that might be beneficial t o t he 
19 
health of a son. The chapel was sai d to have been still standing in 
1903 when an article in the papers descr ibe it as being 11an e ifice 
of height and r ine proportions, having architectural beauty and the 
usual churchly concomitant s of s teeple, bell, stained glass windows, 
17. Art hur Dewey Rush, 11 The Community of Haviland, Kan as , 
Its Early Histor y and fuvel opment, 11 ort Hays Kansas State College, 
July 23, 1942, PP • 24-26. 
18. 11 Sod Church a t Havil and, Kiowa County, Kan as, 11 from the 
writ ten r ecords of Ira H. Woodwar d (deceased), Kiowa County Historical 
Societ y . 
19. Mrs. Frank C. Montgomer y, 11Manuscript 11 concerning the sod 
chapel north of Hays , Kansas . These p per are now in the possession 
of Mrs. Nell:ieI. Addi son, Hays , Kansas . In all th writ t en accounts 
the family name is gi ven as 11Hyer, 11 but Mrs . J. D. Fellers ays t hat 
the name was spelled "Higher" on t he abstract of titl e to the farm . 
Interview with Mrs . J. D. Fellers, Hays , Kan a , pril 5, 1950. 
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organ loft and chancel. 11 20 The value of the church was pl aced at a 
thousand dollars. Episcopal ministers sometimes conducted services 
in the chapel, although the chapel was never gi ven to the Episcopal 
denomination nor chartered by any associat~on. W/hen and how the church 
21 was destroyed, and what became of the fixtures is not knowQ. 
Farm Buildings 
After the settler's circumstances had improved enough that he 
could build a frame house, the old sod house was f requently used as a 
chicken house, or f or storage, or some other use on the farm. Many 
of the early chicken houses and barns were dugouts. Some of t hese had 
walls built of stone, which would make a much more durabl e and safer 
22 chicken house, f or animals could not di g through the ·wa lls. Sod 
was still fre quently used in the construction of chicken houses at a 
much later date than it was used f or other purposes . As l ate as 1923 
chicken houses were being built of s od in southwestern Kansas. 23 A 
sod chicken house was very war m in the winter time . There were some 
disadvantages to sod chicken houses . Mice and skunks, and l ater rats , 
20. "Kansas Scrapbook, Biography, 11 Vol. 7, pp . 16-17, quoting 
The Kansas City Journal, July 7, 1903. 
21. Mrs. Montgomery, "Manuscript ." 
22. Interview with Wells; Howar d Ruede, Sod-House Days , letters 
from a Kansas Homesteader 1877-78, edited by John Ise (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1937), p:--.3'8.-
23. Interview with Mrs. Odella Rumford, Dodge City, Kansas, 
November 4, 1949; Interview with Everett Rumford, Dodge City, Kansas, 
November 4, 194. 
Sod House in Goodland, Kansas 
This picture was taken in 1909. The house was built about 
1884. At the time the picture was taken the house was being used 
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as a chicken house. The picture shows that the walls were quite thick, 
even after all those years of use. The large ridge pole can be seen 
protruding from the end of the roof. 
W~ T. Wilson, the shorter man in the picture was the first 
homesteader in Sherman County. This may have been the first sod house 
built in that county. At one time it was the store and postoffice for 
Shermanville. The other man in the picture is Joe Collier. (Picture 
and information provided by Jesse L. Teeters, Goodland, Kansas.) 
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might dig through the walls. Snakes were frequent visitors, so care 
had to be taken when the eggs were being gathered. If the sod chicken 
house was used for a long time, the mites and lice might become quite 
numerous, but it was possible to control them by using dry lime on the 
24 
floor. 
One early settler told how nests could be made in the walls by 
leaving out a few sods. Grass could then be placed in the recess to 
make a fine nest. 25 
The sod barn could be built much the same as a sod house, only 
it ·was necessary to build the walls a little higher and make wider doors 
than were usually built in a sod house. Frequently the barn roofs were 
covered with only grass and straw. 26 
The sod barn could be dug into a creek bank or the side of a 
draw, this type was sometimes left open in front. 27 The dugout barn 
could be sodded in front in the same manner as a_ dugout home. The 
roof of the barn was not constructed with as much care as was the house 
roof. Over the poles of t he roof were placed brush, then straw or hay. 
24. Interview with William J. Querbach, Hanston, Kansas, Novem-
ber 23, 1949; Interview with Lewis F. Baldrey, Jetmore, Kansas , Novem-
ber 24, 1949; Interview with Mrs. McGimsey; Interview with Wells. 
25. Intervi~w with Mrs. McGimsey. 
26. Interview with Wells; Interview with Charle s I. Housman, 
Jetmore, Kansas, November 24, 1949; Interview with W. J. Querbach; Letter 
from H.F. Schmidt, Dodge City, Kansas, March 6, 1950. 
27. Interview with C. I. Housman; Interview with H.J. Baldrey; 
Letter from Frazier; Interview with Mrs. Querbach; Interview with Everett 
Rumford. 
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Some dirt could be thrown on top to hold the straw in place.28 Such a 
roof could be ignited by a prairie fire. 29 
The dugout stable had some disadvantages in a blizzard. The 
stock would keep warm, but the stable fron~ and door would probably 
be buried by t he snow drifts. The story was told how, after a blizzard, 
it was necessary to crawl out the top of a window to get out of the 
house to dig the snow away from the door, and also to dig a pathway 
to the barn. The path leading down to the barn door was sla'ting and 
the horses were afraid to walk on it; so it was necessary for the people 
to melt snow to obtain water, which was then carried to the stock to 
drink.JO 
In a somewhat similar case when the dugout barn was buried in 
snow, the man cut a hole in the roof of the barn; then the stock was 
watered by lowering buckets of water through the hole in the roof . 
About three days later it was possible to dig through the drift to the 
stable. In the stable at the time were three cows, two horses, and two 
31 hogs. 
The chickens liked to lay in the mangers of the barn. This was 
another place in which it was necessary to guard against the danger of 
28. Interview with H. J. Baldrey; Interview with C. I. Housman; 
Interview with Mrs. McGimsey; Interview with W. J. Querbach; Ruede, op. 
cit., p. 38. 
29. Interview with Mrs. Querbach; Interview with H. J. Baldrey. 
30. Interview with Mrs. Querbach; Interview with H.J. Baldrey . 
31. Interview with Mrs. McGimsey. 
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picking up a snake instead of an egg. One woman told of her experience 
one day when she went to gather the eggs in the barn. She saw a six 
foot rattler lying inside the door. The eggs in the barn were not 
collected until her husband came home. 32 
One account told about a shack that had been move d in to be 
used as a milk house. To make it warmer, it was covered with a l ayer 
of sod.33 
Fortifications 
The pioneers learned that sod formed an excellent protection 
from the Indians. A dugout was a saf e place in case of a fire.34 
One form of dugout was a common means of defense at many stations 
along the Smoky Hill Trail in Western Kansas dur ing t he years 1866 
through 1868. The roofs of t he se dugouts were about a f oot above t he 
ground and had loopholes in all directions. They were connected with 
the other buildings blf tunnels. Mrs. Custer describe s the undergr ound 
fortifications as follows: 
These Plainsmen all had 0 dug-outs 11 as pl aces of retreat in 
case of fire. They were very near the stables, and connected 
by underground passage. They were about four feet deep . 
The roof was of timber s strong enough to hold f our or five 
feet of earth, and in the se retreats a dozen men could defend 
32. Interview with Mrs. McGimsey. 
33. Catherine Wiggins Porter, t1Building a Kansas 1Soddy 1 --188_5,n 
edited by Kenneth Wiggins Porter, The Kansas Magazine (1942), p . 18. 
34. D=ltter from Mrs. Rex Paulsen, Palo Alto, California, March 6, 
19.50. 
themselves, by firing from loopholes that were left under 
the roof-beams. ·Some of the stage-stations had no regular 
buildings. We came upon them without be ing prepared by any 
signs of human life, for the dug-outs were excavated from 
the sloping banks of the creeks. A few holes in the side-
hill, as openings for man and beast, some short chimneys on 
the level ground, were all the evidenc€ of the dreary, 
Columbariurn homes. 35 
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Some of the forts also had dugout fortifications. Some places 
at which this type of defense could be found ,vere: Fort Wallace, Pond 
Creek Station, Smoky Hill Station, Willow Creek Station, Henshaw Springs, 
Fossil Creek Station, and others .36 
Another account describes these "underground monitorsn as being 
about breast deep and ten feet square or larger, depending upon the 
number of men to be accommodated. The wall was built of sods about 
eighteen inches thick, then a plank roof was placed on top and covered 
with sod and dirt. Loopholes were cut in the sod walls. The entrance 
was a subterranean passage, s etimes as much as thirty feet long. 
If several were built, they were connected by underground passages. 
Although these fortifications were considered invulnerable, they could 
be occupied and the soldiers driven from them as was demonstrated one 
day when a diamond back rattle-snake made his appearance in one. He 
35. Elizabeth B. Custer, Tenting on the Plains or Gener al Custer 
in Kansas and Texas (New York: Harper ancf Brothers Publishers, /c 18877), 
pp . 341..:.342. -- - -
36. oakley Graphic, March 13, 1936, March 20, 1936, and April 3, 
1936; Harper's Weekly, X (January 27, 1866), p. 58; Harper's Weekly, :Z 
(April 21, 1866), pp. 249-250. Bell describes one of these dugout 
fortifications as they appeared in 1868, William A. Bell, New Tracks in 
North Jl.merica, I (New York: Scribner, Welford and ,Company, 1869), 
p.bb. 
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had full possession of the f ort until the men were able to kill him by 
firing through the port-holes . 37 
As a result of Indian scares, some sod forts were built by the 
people for protection. In 1870 in Jewell County near the si te of 
Jewell City a sod fort was built. A spot of ground fifty yards square 
was selected and around it was constructed a wall of sod, four feet 
thick and seven feet hi gh. It took t wo days t o complete . 38 Indi an 
defenses were also built in Mitchell County in 1867 and in Republic 
County in 1869 . 39 As late a s 1883, an Indi an scare sent the settlers 
of Sheridan CoUI1tY i nto the county seat f or protection, where they 
took r efuge in a large sod stable. 40 
Sod Corrals and Fences 
Due to the l ack of wood, s od was used to build the corral s at 
many of the stations of the early expr ess companies . A deep ditch 
was dug on· the inner side of the wall and the earth thrown up to f orm 
the wall. Sod covered the f ace of the wall, and the opening left f or 
37. DeB. Randolph Keim, Sheridan 's Troopers .9E. the Borders: A 
inter Campaign .9E. the Plains (Philadelphia: Claxton, Remsen and 
Haffelf inger, 1870), pp . 61-62. 
38. Noble L. Prentis , A History of Kansas (Wi nf i el d, Kansas : 
Published by E. P. Greer , 1899), p . 127; 11 Jewell County," Collections 
of the Kansas State Hist orica1·society 1926- 1928, XVII (1928 ), p . 405 . 
39 . Marvin H. Garf ield, 11The Military Post as a Fact or in the 
Frontier Defense of Kansas , 186.5-1869 , 11 The Kansas Histor ical Quarterly., 
I (November , 1931), p . 60 . 
40. Mrs. Pearl Toothaker, 11Sod Houses In Sheridan County,'' 
typed manuscript. 
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the gate was closed by running a wagon into it. The ditch protected 
the wall from being knocked dovm by the animals , and the wall on the 
f ar side stopped the animal s from jumping over the ditch. 41 When Alex 
Philip acquire the previous Big Creek station s ite, he f ound remains 
of a s od corral, with a well ins i de and the holes of dugouts nearby. 42 
The sod fence was buil t in the same manner as the corral except 
that the ditch was on the outs i de of the wall if the plot of ground 
was being fenced to keep animals out of it. 43 Sod fences were con-
structed as early as 1843 by Indians who were under the supervision 
f . . . 44 o m1.ss1onar1es·. 
Miscellaneous Uses for Sod Buildings 
Sod buildings were used extens i vely at the military posts . In 
1865 at Fort Ellsworth, the l ar gest building was the comr:d.ssary which 
was a sod house about twenty- five by f orty feet in size . The barracks 
and of f icer' s quarters were sod dugouts in the bank al ong the river . 
At the same time , Fort Dodge aad commissary and quartermaster's build-
41. George A. Ro·ot and Russel l K. Hickman, 11Pike 1 s Peak Express 
Companies, Solomon and Republican Route, 11 The Kansas Historical Quarterly, 
XII (November, 1944), p . 235; Carl Coke Rister, Southern Plainsmen 
(Norman : University of 0kla~oma Press , 1938) , p . 65 . 
42. Mrs . Frank C. Montgomery, 11Fort allace and Its Relation 
to the Frontier ," Collections of the Kansas State Historical ,Society, 
1926- 1928, XVII (1925 ), p . 197:--
43 . The Kansas Historical Quarterly, X (February, 1941), P• 102. 
44. 1 .etters Concerni ng the Presbyterian Mission in the Pawnee 
Country, Near Belluve , Nebraska , 1831-1849, 11 Collecti ons of the Kansas 
State Histori cal Soci ety, 1915-1918, XI V (1918), PP• 729-730, 733 . 
ings made of sod. The soldiers• quarters were also of sod and were 
placed along the north bank of the Arkansas River . 45 
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Sod buildings were frequently used as store buildings and post 
offices. Many of the early post offices were in the homes of the 
people. Many of the earl y "ranch" houses on the trails were built of 
sod . One unusual house was built of siding but roofed -with sod. 46 
The little town of Reynolds was built almost entirely of sod, 
while Sheridan, Kansas , consisted of many sod buildings. It had t wo 
or three restaurants that were dugouts with canvas roofs . 47 other than 
houses , stores, restaurants , and a corral made of sod, Reynol ds also 
. 48 had a l arge saloon and dance hall built of s od. 
Another account tells of a two room whisky and poker estab-
lishment made of s od .49 As a protest againstthe many sal oons that 
were springing up, a settlemnt on the North Solomon constructed a 
sod Temperance Hall in 1880 . 50 
45. George A. Root, "Reminiscences of William Darnell, 11 Collec-
tions of the Kansas State Historical Society, 1926-1928, XVII (1928), 
pp.5°09-510. -- --
46. Mrs. Clara M. Fengel Shields , "The Izy-on Creek Settlement , '' 
Collections of the Kansas State Historical Society, ill.2.-1910, xrv 
(1918), p . 143.-
47 . Colonel Homer W. Wheeler, Buffalo Days , Forty Years in the 
Old West ••• (Indianapolis: The Bobbs- Merrill Company Publishers , 
"[cl~), P • 4. 
48 . Rister , ~• cit ., P• 65 . 
49 . Charles Sumner Gleed., "Eugene Fitch Ware," Collections of the 
Kansas State Historical Society, J,ill-;J,ill, XIII (1915 ), ·pp . 31- 32 . 
50 . Mrs . Toothaker, ,£E• cit . 
79 
Sod buildings were used for every conceivable purpose . One man 
told of building, in the early sevent ies, a small bl ack-smith shop 
51 · and mule stable of sod . Another account tells of a dugout in the 
bank of the Saline River, which was used ~s a shop where wagon work 
Jras done for the settlers . 52 
The use of sod for building purposes has been attempted in 
modern times . In Meade, Kansas, the Boy Scouts have a sod r ecreation 
cabin that is located in the municipal city park.53 In 1933, the 
Civilian Conservation Corps attempted to build sod houses at the 
Finney County State lake, and at the Sheridan State lake near Quinter. 
'l'hey found that the quality of the sod was too poor to be used for 
building purposes. It was necessar y to mix the sod with water and 
straw, then mold it into bricks and l eave i t to dry in the sun. The 
result was more an adobe construction than a sod construction. 54 
In 1932 a sod house was built in Colby, .Kansas, at the f air-
grounds . The walls are t wo feet thick and pl astered with native mag-
nesia which is no l onger on the outs i de, but the plaster is still in 
d d . ' . th . . d 55 goo con i~ion on e ins i e . 
51. Letter from E. D. Baugher , Kinsley, Kansas , February 14, 1950 . 
52 . Adolph Roenigk, Pioneer History of Kansas (ffenver: Great 
Western Publisqing Company, c 1931/), p . 92 . 
53 . Letter from ri.ss Smith. 
54. Mar garet Whittemore , Sketchbook of Kansas landmarks (Topeka: 
The College Press, [c 193§/), pp . 49-50; 11 Kam'°as Description, Clippings," 
Vol . 2, PP • 32- 38. 
55 . "Kansas Descript ion, Clippings," Vol. 2, P• 19 . 
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Sod House Built in 1948 
It required three weeks to construct this 18 x 48 foot house . 
The wall is twenty-four inches wide , made of blocks of s od f our inches 
thick, t welve inches wide and eighteen inches long. Buffalo grass sod 
from the pasture near the house was used . There are three rooms with 
sod partitions. The board roof is covered with tar paper then a layer 
of sod . This house is near Codell, Kansas . 
Cement plaster was used inside the house, while stucco was used 
to finish the outside walls . The en~ire cost of t he house w-as $50. 
(Picture and information provided by Paul R. Cobb; additional informa-
tion from The Ellis County News , ~1ay 20, 1948 .) 
CHAPI'ER V 
HA.ZARDS OF LD!ING IN SODDIES 
\, 
Rainstorms and Floods 
If it rained long enough and hard enough, the best sod roof 
would l eak. One person said t hat if t he roof was well made wi th the 
sods laid like shingl es , i t would take a steady rain of f ive or six 
days f or the roof t o l eak. 1 Most of the roof s would star t l eaking 
after t hey had abs 0rbed all the water they could hold; t hen after t he 
rain had stopped outside, it would continue raini ng ins ide f or several 
2 hours . 
One old timer en joys the memory of an experience he had as a 
young man . One evening he went t o vi sit a young bachelor fri ed. When 
the friend had built his sod house, he had used green pol es f or the 
rafters . As the poles dried with the heavy we i ght of s od upon them, 
they bowed down forming a shallow "U" on each side of t he ridge pole. 
During the evening a shower came up, and di d that roof l eak ! It had 
to . It was impossible f or the water t o run off the roof , it had t o 
come through it.3 
1. Interview with W. Henry Cox, Hanston, Kansas, November 6, 1949. 
2. Claude Constable, "History of Rawlins County, 11· Microf ilm in 
the Kansas State Historical Society Library, p . 13; Mrs. Pearl Tooth-
aker, 11So~ Houses in Sheridan County," typed manuscript; Interview with 
William J. Qiuerbach, Hanston, Kansas, November 23, 1949; Interview with 
H. John Baldrey, Hanston, Kansas, February 4, 1950. 
3. Interview with Claude Miller, Ness City, Kansas, November 4, 
1949. 
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Another early sett l er tells of the pri de his mother and sisters 
had in a new bureau. When the roof started to l eak during a rain, t o 
protect the new piece of furniture from the l eaks , they rolled it into 
the doorway, that was the only place the r oof was not l eaking . 4 
One woman recalls her experience as a young girl . She was 
cooking f or her brother during harvest , when, as frequently happens 
during that season of the year, a hail storm mc:d:.erialized. · One half 
of the house had a tin roof , the other half was of sod . This was one 
person t hat was thankful f or a sod roof . It wasn ' t quite as deafening 
in that par t of the house as it was under the tin roof. The sod roof 
di d l eak s ome around the chimney, and as the water ran down the wall, 
it loosened the pl aster which fell off . The plaster, of native lime 
and sand, had t o be kept dry to remain in its pl ace.5 
Another woman tells of an incident that happened when she was a 
little girl, and helped her mother care for her brother who was very 
ill. The boy was seated in a chair with blankets wrapped around him, 
and hi s fee t in a tub of hot water . They had to hold an umbrella over 
him to keep the rain from drippi ng on him. 6 
In addition t o making the roof l eak, the rain might wear holes 
and gullies in the walls. Since there was no f oundation under the walls , 
it was important t o keep the ground around the house slightly higher 
4. Interview with W. J. Querbach. 
5. Intervie . with Mrs . Odella Rumford, Dodge City, Kansas , 
November 4, 1949. 
6. Interview wi th Mrs. Ellen J. ~erbach, Hanston, Kansas, 
February 4, 1950 . 
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than the surrounding l and so the rain water could run away. This was 
especially important i n freezing weat her, as the intermittent f reezing 
and t hawing woul d cause the walls to crumbl e at the base . 7 But the 
Iv 
rain didn ' t seem t o make very much impression on a wall that was con-
structed carefully. 8 
Rains in Kansas are frequently followed by f loods , especi ally 
if one lives near a creek or draw. One woman tells of the experience 
her family had when she was a little girl. Their home was built at 
the side of' a slight draw. One morning when they l ooked out the win-
dow, they saw t hat the yard was full of water. Her father opened the 
door to investigate and the house was immediately f illed with several 
feet of water . Her mother had a r ag rug on the f loor with straw under 
it, which was quite a mess to clean after the water receded. The 
water standing around the house, thoroughly soaked one wall , and a 
day or so later part of it collapsed. The debris blocked the door, 
and her father had to crawl out the window to clear it away. He then 
repaired the wall. 9 
Another account tells about a young man, who , during a heavy rain 
storm, made a dam around the door t o his dugout t o try to keep t he water 
7. lett er f rom Frank Swink, Hugoton, Kansas, February 20, 1950; 
Letter from Mrs . J. S. Lupton, Cimarron, Kansas , February 21, 1950; 
Letter from W. A. Gressler, Hoxie, Kansas , February 21, 1950. 
8. Letter from W. M. Parham, Logan, Kansas, February ll-1- , 1950; 
Charles Moreau Harger , 11A Visit to Sod-House I.and," Woman's~ Com-
panion, XXXI (November, 1904), p . 10. 
9. Interview with Mrs . T. c. Aistrup, Hanston, Kansas , November 4, 
1949. 
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the roof had blown off his house. He was lucky to have his clothes 
handy so he could get dressed . He then made his way to a neighbor's 
house that was in a sheltered place. ID0 find the way, he had to crawl 
on his hands and knees to f ollow the path 'which had been worn in the 
14 buffalo grass . 
One woman said t hat she had hung her washing on the wagon and 
the high grass to dry, when a storm developed.. She gathered all the 
clothes she could find, but in the spring a bachelor neighbor brought 
back a baby 's dress which he had f otmd in a corn shock .15 
Unwelcome Visitors 
In the early days , one of the most annoying pests to be f ound 
in sod houses, were the fleas. They l i ved in the gras s and were thick 
on the prairie . After the sod houses were plastered and f loors built, 
the f l eas were not so bothersome . 16 It was also_ possible to control 
the f l eas by scattering stock salt over the f loor.17 
Another pest that was very annoying and di f ficult t o control 
was the bedbug. If the walls were not plastered, the bedbugs would 
14. o. P. Byers , "Personal Recollections of the Terrible Bliz-
zard t of 1886, 11 Collections of the Kansas St ate Historical Society, 1911-
1912, XII (1912), P• 101. 
15. Interview with Mrs . Eva McGimsey , Hays, Kansas, February 20, 
1950. 
16. Interview with Miss Ms.rtha Massi e, Colby, Kansas, January 16, 
1950; Interview with Mrs . Ida A. Housman, Jetmore, Kansas, November 24, 
1949; Interview with Cox; Mrs . Toothaker,~• cit . 
17. "Kansas State Historical Society, Scrap- Book, 11 Vol. 12, P• 161. 
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18 get in the cracks of the sod, and it was impossible to get rid of them. 
One woman told how her mother would pour kerosene over the beds every 
month, take the bed ticks out, empty them, wash them, and fill them 
with new straw. 19 Then they could sleep in confort for about two weeks. 
Spiders, centipedes, scorpions, and tarantulas frequently fell 
from the sod roof. 20 One of the most bothersome of all rodents was the 
mouse, which burrowed through the walls and roof . In later years, the 
rats were also a pest, but in the early year s there were no rats here. 21 
Some considered the bull snake an almost welcome visitor, for it crawled 
through the holes in ·search of the mice . 22 Other snake s we re f r equent, 
although not so welcome visit ors . One man told of the time a blue 
racer got into their house, and his mother immediately left the house, 
refusing to permit the son to go in and kill it, although he frequently 
t f k t th . . 23 killed worse ypes o sna e s ou on e prairie. 
18. Interview with Mrs. Aistrup ; Interview with Mrs. Querbach; 
Howard Ruede, Sod-House Days, Letters from a Kansas Homesteader 1877-
78, edited by John Ise (New York:- Columbia-University Pre ss, 193"!')"; 
p.° 91. 
19. Interview with Mrs. Aistrup . 
20. Interview with Thornton W. Wells, Hays, Kansas, February 9, 
1950; Letter from George C. Derby, Sublette, Kansas, February 20, 1950. 
21. Interview with Cox ; Interview with Mrs . McGimsey ; Interview 
with W. J. Querbach. 
22. Interview with H. J. Baldrey; Letter from Merlyn E. Beougher, 
Gove, Kansas, February 17, 1950. Mr. Beougher also stated that frequent-
l y some member of the family would be bitten by a snake before anyone 
was aware of his presence. 
23. Letter from Derby. 
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Another account told of making a bed on the floor for a visitor. 
One night his occupation of the bed was disputed--by a rattlesnake . 
After that, before getting into the bed, he carefully examined it to 
make sure it was not occupied. A neighbor ·woman took a dress down 
that had been hanging against the wall and found a rattler curled 
inside the f olds. 24 
It was not unusual to come home af ter being away for awhile 
and find a rattler in the house. 25 One woman wrote that the first 
time she went into her brother's sod house, there was a bull snake 
curled up in the ashes of the fireplace for warmth. They believed 
he had come down the chimney. 26 
Sometimes the snakes would fall from the roof , or they could 
be seen crawling through the wall of the house . One woman remembers 
a pair of long, pointed fireplace tongs, which she always thought of 
as •the snake tongs . 11 Whenever t hey. saw a snake in the wall, they 
would use those tongs to ge t hold of it and pull it out. 27 
Ground squirrels, weasels , and skunks sometimes dug through 
the walls. They were usually in search of the mice, so if t he mice 
24. Roenigk, op. cit., p. 305. 
25. Interview with H. J. Baldrey. 
26. Letter from Florence Pulver, Osborne, Kansas, March 7, 1950. 
27. Interview with Mrs. Housman ; mphillips County, Clippings," 
Vol. 2, Kansas State Historical Society Library ; "Kansas Reminiscences, 
Clippings, 11 Vol. 5, p. 73, Kansas State Historical Society Library . 
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were kept out, other animals would not be so likely to bother. 28 One 
29 person claims that sometimes the sparrows picked holes in the walls. 
One woman wrote of using fifty pounds of patching plaster to fill ·the 
mouse hol es and keep them out of the house~30 Plastering the house 
was a great aid in keeping out the mice. If the house were plastered 
on the outside as well as inside, it would be much more rodent resistant. 
Collapse 
Sometimes a wall would start to lean, but the people generally 
propped it up before it fe11. 31 1Jhen a sod house did collapse, the 
walls always fell out, for moisture soaking into the outside of the 
wall made it heavy and this would pull the wall in that direction.32 
One account told of a family who lived in a new sod house which had 
a shingle roof. They had lived in it but a short time when a slow-
falling rain which lasted for several days, thoroughly soaked the 
walls . One morning, one whole side of the house fell out.33 
28. letter from Beougher; Interview with C. V. Glaze, Hays, 
Kansas, February 2, 1950. 
29. Letter from Beougher. 
30. Letter from Mrs. Rex Paulsen, Falto Alto, California, March 6, 
1950. 
31. Interview with Mrs. McGimsey. 
32. Interview with Hubbell. 
33. w. C. Simons, 11An Address Made Before the Old Settlers 
Association of Lawrence, Kansas, Septem~r 15, 1924," Collections of 
the Kansas State Historical Society, 1923-1925, XVI (1925), P• 521. 
89 
When a sod roof was well soaked, its weight was immense. The 
heavy rafters would sink deep into the soggy walls, until the walls 
might collapse or the roof cave in.34 The reason given for the collapse 
of one dugout after a rain was that the Ytcills had been slanted inward too 
much as they were built. 35 
It was seldom that anyone was injured when a building did 
collapse, but a George Miller was killed in a sod house when the roof 
fell in. This house had been left vacant, the doors and the windows 
were out. During a storm, cattle had gone in for shetler. When Mr. 
Miller attempted to drive the cattle from the building, they !mocked 
down the center pole which was supporting the roof, and the roof fell 
in killing the man. 36 
The sod house was considered fire proof, and it generally was 
during a prairie fire. But it was possible for the timber in the roof 
to catch on fire. 37 One sod house which had stood for over thirty 
years, and had a shingled roof, was destroJBd by fire. The inside 
and the roof burned, it was damaged too badly to be repaired, so the 
remains were torn down. This house was modern in every resi:e ct, being 
one of the first sod houses to have electric lights.38 
34. Everett Dick, The Sod-House Frontier, 1854-1890 ••• (New 
Yorb D. Appleton-Century Comp:i.ny, 1937), p. 115.-- --
35. Ruede, op. cit., p. 105. 
36. Interview with Claude Miller, Ness City, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
37. Catherine Wiggins . Porter, "Building a Kansas 1Soddy1 --1885, 11 
edited by Kenneth Wiggins Porter, The Kansas Magazine (1942), p. 18. 
38. 111Gove County, Clippings," Vol. l, pp. 56-57, 63. 
CH!Pl'ER VI 
SUMMARY 
The sod house was a necessary deve lopment in the settlement of 
the timberless plains of Western Kansas. It ~rmitted the early 
settlement of the plains by providing a type of home which could be 
built from materials at hand before rail transportation made other 
building materials accessible. The sod house also permitted the settler 
to meet one of the requirements of the homestead and other land a cts. 
There were as many ways to build a so~ house as there were 
people to build them. The size of the house depended upon the needs 
of the family, the accessibility of necessary wood, and the ability 
and equipment of the builder. 
Generally the sod house consisted of one room that was parti-
tioned with curtains. It was approximately 12 _x 14 feet, made of 
sods about four inches thick, twelve inches wide, and t wenty-four 
inches long. The lumber used by the early settler in building the 
roof of his house came from the tree:s and willows along the streams. 
There was nG floor in the house. Windows were few and small because 
it was difficult to obt~in them. 
A home other than the sod house, and usually i:receding 
it, was the dugout which was a hole dug into the side of the bank. 
The half-dugout was dug into the ground orily part way , then built on 
top of the ground like a regular sod house. 
Sod was used in the construction of schools, churches, f ortifi-
cations, barns, cfuiclren houses, corrals, fences, in fact every type 
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construction that was needed and built by the settlers. The buildings 
in towns, as well as on the farms, were made of sod. 
The sod house did not require artificial air conditioning. 
It was warm in the winter, requiring little fuel to heat it, and cool 
in the summer time. It could withstand the strong winds, in fact it 
was almost the perfect home for the vagaries of the Kansas weather. 
There were some disadvantages to living in a sod house. In 
a heavy rain, the roof generally l eaked. Mice and other burrowing 
animals dug through the walls and roofs, and they were followed by 
snakes. If the sod walls were not plastered, and if there were no 
protective covering on the ceiling, the sod house was dirty. But many 
sod houses were finished attractively inside, and looked the same as 
any other house • 
A sod house was like any other type of building . If it were 
well constructed and care was taken of it, it would last a long time. 
But a poorly constructed sod house which received no care would not 
last long. 
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Sod House n Finney County 
The picture of an old deserted sod house was taken in 1920 
in Finney County, Kansas . The walls are falling down in places and 
have been reinforced wit h stones. The doors have small windows in 
them. This was frequently done to provide more light without building 
more windows . The roof appears to be of the bowed, box car type. 
(Picture provided by Mrs. Ellen J. Querbach, Hanston, Kansas . ) 
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Wallace County Sod House 
This picture was taken in 1924. It shows rocks placed on the 
roof around the stove pipe, this could be to give support to the pipe, 
or to hold down the sods on the roof. The boards can be seen that 
were placed in the walls to support the rafters, and above the windows. 
This house has an old cream can on the roof which was used as a chimney. 
(Picture provided by Mrs. Nellie r. Addison, Hays, Kansas.) 
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Sod House with Broken Plaster 
Picture of a sod house in Fhillips county showing the plaster 
coming off the wall . In some places the manner in which the sod was 
laid can be seen, showing the ·ray the joints were broken. This house 
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This map shows the counties cf Western Kansas in which persons 
were contatted for information concerning the subject of thie thesis. 
Those sod building sites which are listed hereon were located from 
information received from the many persona who replied to the requests 
which were sent to all t he counties, or from actual observation. 
There may be others (probably are) but no information -was received 
concerning them. 
Building on the Claim* 
'When Ned at last secured a claim, 
A sod-house then he made. 
The tools he used were saw and hammer, 
Breaking plow and spade. \ 
He cut sod twenty inches long 
And fourteen inches wide, 
And then began the building twelve 
By fourteen feet inside. 
He made the walls 'most eight feet high 
And thirty inches thick; 
Except he put no mortar in, 
He laid it up like brick. 
Instead of rafters for the roof, 
Three timbers iengthwise laid, 
Help up that roof of boards and dirt,--
Three tons it would have weighed. 
He hauled some "native lime" and sand 
From near the Beaver bluff, 
And plastered all the inside walls; 
So they would not be rough, 
But make them smooth and clean and white, 
Instead of dirty black, 
And also keep the winter wind 
From whistling through t he cracks. 
Then Ned could not afford to buy 
The lumber for a floor, 
But whispered to himself, "I 111 walk 
On dirt a year or more. 11 
He filed his spade till it was sharp 
Enough to shave a clod, 
And then one inch below the surf ace 
Shaved away the sod. 
. . . . . . . . . 
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* Elihu Bowles, In a Sod House (Emporia, Kansasr Elihu Bowles, 
1897), pp. 13-14. - - - --
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"Letters Concerning the Presbyterian Mission in the Pavmee Country, 
Near Bellvue, Nebraska, 1831-1849, 11 Collections of the Kansas 
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Historical Society, 1915-1918, XIV (1918) 570-784. ---- , 
Description of sod fences built by the Indians at the mission. 
Harper I s Weekly, X ( January 27, 1866); X (April 21, 1866). 
'\, 
Describes sod fortifications along the Smoky Hill Trail in 
Kansas. 
Newspapers 
Ellis County News (Kansas), April 15, 1948; May 20, 1948. 
Told how to build sod houses and clay stoves. 
Kansas City Star (Missouri), March 26, 1934; July 18, 1935. 
Tells of the sod recreation cabin belonging to the Boy Scouts 
in Meade, Kansas. A description of life in a sod house. 
Qakley Graphic (Kansas), March 13, 1936; March 20, 1936; April 3, 
1936. 
Descriptions of sod buildings and dugouts at the st age stations 
along the Smoky Hill Trail in Western Kansas. 
Topeka Capital (Kansas), September 6, 1932. 
Describes the building of a sod house on the fairgrounds in 
Thomas County. 
Ulysses~, (Kansas), April 10, 1941. 
Description of a two-story sod house. 
Kansas State Historical Society Scrapbooks 
"Gove County Clippings, 11 Volume 1, pp . 56-57 . 
Describes a sod house which was mod~rnized . 
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"Kansas Descriptions, Clippings, 11 Volume 1, pp. 170, 180-183. 
Descriptions of sod houses and how they were made. 
"Kansas Historic Houses" 
Tells of life in a sod house, and some that were still standing. 
"Kansas History, Clippings," Volume 5, p. 237. 
Discussion of the passing of the sod house. 
"Kansas Reminiscences, Clippings," Volume 4, pp. 123-125. 
Description of dugouts and sod buildings, how they were built, 
and some of the ways in which they were used. 
Kansas Reminiscences, Clippings, " Volume 5, p. 73. 
Describes life in a sod house and some of the pests found there. 
"Kansas Scrapbook, Biography, 11 Volume 7, p . 245. 
Description of the sod house and of the sod chapel north 
of Hays, Kansas. 
"Kansas State Historical Society, Scrap-Book, 11 Volume 12, p. 161. 
Tells of plans to construct a sod house in the Historical 
Society Ll.brary. 
"Meade County, Clippings," Volume 1, pp. 22-23. 
Gives some of the materials used in building a sod house. 
"Minnesota History, 11· Volume 12, pp . 136-137. 
Describes a frame building which was covered with a l ayer of sod. 
"Phillips County, Clippings," Volume 2. 
Pictures and description of sod houses., 
lo6 
"Scott County, Clippings , " Volume 1, pp . 73- 81 . 
Tells of many sod houses that were still standing . 
"Seward County, Clippings , 11 Volume 1, p . 207 . 
Tells of the material used in constructing a sod house . 
"Sherman County, Clippings . " Volume 1, p . 219 . 
Tells of a sod house in which water had never frozen . 
"Stafford County, Clippings , 11 Volume 1, pp . 163-169 . 
Describes the sod house on the Volker Farm . 
Manuscripts 
Cole, s . John, "The Kansas Soddy . 11 
A t ype d account of the building of a sod house . 
Constable, Claude , "History of Rawl ins Count,-_" 
Microfilm in the Kansas State Historical Society Library. 
Describes the building of sod houses and dugouts . 
Macdonald, A. B., tTManuscript • 11 
A typed account of the building of a sod house . 
Montgomery, Mrs . Frank C. , "Manuscript . " 
A typed account of the sod chapel north of Hays, Kansas . 
Papers are in the possession of Mrs . Nellie I . Addi son, Hays, 
Kansas . 
Rush, Arthur De-v.rey, "The Community of Haviland, Kansas , Its Early 
History and Development . " Unpublished Master ' s Thesis , Fort Hays 
Kansas State College , Hays, Kansas , 1942 . 90 pp . 
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History of the sod church in Haviland, Kansas. 
Schamber , Clarence A., "The Evolution of Schools in Fbillips County, 
Kansas." Unpublished Master 's Thesis, Fort Hays Kansas State 
Colle ge , Hays, Kansas , 1949 . 130 pp. 
Contains an account of a sod church that was destroyed by two 
fighting Buff alo. 
Toothaker, Mrs . Pearl, 11Sod Houses in Sheridan County.rr 
A typed account of l i fe in sod house s, and how they were 
constructed • 
. oodward, Ira H., "Sod Church at Haviland , Kiowa County, Kansas ." 
A typed account from Mrs . Benj. O. Weaver, Mullinville , Kansas/ 
taken from the written records of Ira H. Woodward. 
Letters 
Albertson, Geo . S ., Hill City, Kansas , March 15, 1950. 
Descri bed the building oi' a sod schoolhouse. 
Baugher, E. D., Kins l ey, Kansas , February lh, 1950. 
Told of building a mule stabl e and bl acksmith shop out of sod . 
Beougher, Merlyn E., Gove , Kansas, February 17, 1950 . 
Interesting description of t he sod houses in Gove County, Kansas . 
Berg, Walter, Norcatur , Kansas, February 26, 1950 . 
Tol d oi' a sod house still occ upied in Wichita County , Kansas . 
Blume, W. A., Spokane, Washington, February 24, 1950. 
Described early sod houses near Ludell, Kansaso 
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Cole, Mrs •. John, Bazine, Kansas, February 7, 1950. 
Tells of experience teaching in a sod schoolhouse. 
Cox, W. Henry, Hanston, Kansas, Novemb~r 12, 1949. 
Important points in building a sod house, tells how windows 
were held in place. 
Gressler, W. A., Hoxie, Kansas, February 21, 1950. 
Informative letter on construction of sod buildings. 
Derby, George c, Sublette, Kansas, Febr uary 20, 1950. 
!nteresting letter concerning sod houses, Haskell County, Kansas. 
Elia s, A. E., LaCrosse, Kansas, February 9, 1950. 
Wrote of early sod houses in Rush County, Kansas. 
Epperson, Elmer, Scott City, Kansas, February 2, 1950. 
Reported no sod houses occupi ed in Sc.ott County. 
Frazier, H. c., Protection, Kansas, February 19, 1950. 
Interesting account of sod buildings. 
Hedge, Miss Emma, Hoxie, Kansas, February 1h, 1950. 
Suggested people to contact in Sheridan County for information. 
Hickok, Dr. Galen R., Brownsville, Texas, March 26, 1950. 
Former resident of Grant County, Kansas. Informative letter 
concerning sod houses. 
Hickok, Mrs. Lora M., Brownsville, Texas, March 20, 1950. 
Reported no sod houses in Grant County, Kansas. 
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Hollinger, D. K., Russell, Kansas, March 4, 1950. 
Account 0f sod houses, described how sod was laid. 
Hopson, Mrs. Dan, Phillipsburg, Kansas, April 30, 1949. 
h. 
Described ruins of sod houses in Ellsworth County. 
Hughes , W. F., Stockton, Kansas, February 11, 1950. 
Concerning sod houses in Rooks County. 
Johnson, Mrs . John W., Herndon, Kansas, March 17, 1950; April 11, 1950. 
Information about their sod house in which they are still living. 
Kuska, J.B., Colby, Kansas, November 6, 1949. 
Wrote concerning some sod houses still in use. 
Lupton, Mrs . J. S., Cimarron, Kansas, February 21, 1950. 
Informative account of sod houses in Gray County. 
Madi gan, Frank, Wallace, Kansas, January 30, 1950. 
Told of several sod houses still in use in Wallace County. 
Parham, W. M., Logan, Kansas , February 14, 1950. 
Interesting account on sod houses, told of those in Phillips 
County. 
Paulsen, Mrs. Rex , Palo Alto, California, March 6, 1950. 
Recent sod house dweller in Scott County, Kansas. 
Pulver, Florence, Osborne, Kansas, March 7, 1950. 
Described early sod houses in Osborne County. 
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Querbach, William J., Lancaster, California, February 20, 1950. 
Described the early plows, and told how fireplaces were built. 
Home address is Hanston, Kansas. 
Schmidt, H.F., Dodge City, Kansas, Mardh 6, 1950. 
Told of the early sod houses in Ford County. 
Smith, Miss Lura S., Meade, Kansas, March 17, 1950. 
Told of sod houses in Meade County. Described their house which 
was a story and half sod house. 
Smith, R. L., Hugoton, Kansas, March 27, 1950. 
Described early sod buildings in Stevens County. Told of a 
two story sod house. 
Sramek, Anselm, Atwood, Kansas, February 28, 1950. 
Told of the sod houses still in use in Rawlins County. 
Swink, Frank, Hugoton, Kansas, February 20, 1950. 
Informative letter concerning sod houses. 
Teeters , Je s se L., Goodland, Kansas, January 27, 1950. 
Interesting letter about sod houses in Sherman County . 
Terrell , Jennie M., Logansport, Indi ana, February 16, 1950. 
Former resident of Graham County, Kansas, in 1881. 
Terrell, Willie, Logansport, Indiana, February 16, 1950. 
Described the building of a sod house. 
Toothaker , Mrs. Pearl, Hoxie, Kansas, March 28 , 1950. 
Locations of sod houses in Sheridan County. 
Vance , J. D., Coldwater, Kansas, February 13, 1950. 
Wrote concerning sod houses in Comanche County. 
Van Pelt, J.E., Great Bend, Kansas, February 23, 1950. 
1-v 
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Wrote of sod houses in Barton County, a good description of 
the construction of a dugout. 
Volker , Mrs. Mamie, Zenith, Kansas, January 31, 1950. 
I nteresting account of their sod house which stood f or many 
years in Stafford County . 
Weaver , Mrs. Benj. o., Mullinvi lle , Kansas, February 20, 1950 . 
Secretary of t he Kiowa County Histor ical Socie t y, of great 
aid in locating mat erials aind pictures. 
Personal Interviews 
Addis on, Mrs . Nellie I., Hays, Kansas, April 3, 1950. 
Provided mater i al s on the sod chapel that f ormerly stood north 
of Hays, Kansas • 
Aistrup, Mrs. T. C., Hanston, Kansas, November 4, 19L~9 . 
I ntere sting account of life in a sod house. 
Baldrey , H. John, Hanston, Kansa s, February 4, 1950. 
Informative account of the constructi on of sod buil dings. 
Baldrey, Lewis F., Jetmore, Kansas, November 24, 1949. 
Interesting account of the construct i on of sod bui l dings. 
Bee son, Merritt 1., Dodge City , Kansas, February 4, 1950. 
Has many pictures of sod buildings in his museum. 
Cobb, Paul R., Hays, Kansas, November 8, 1949. 
Provided pictures of sod houses and some information. 
Cox, W. Henry, Hanston, Kansas, November 6, 1949. 
Former builder of sod houses, valuable information. 
Fellers , Mrs. J. D., Hays, Kansas, April 5, 1950. 
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Information concerning the sod chapel north of Hays, Kansas. 
Glaze, C. V., Hays, Kansas, February 2, 1950. 
Told of the construction of sod houses, and the use of sod 
on the outside of frame buildings. 
Housman, Charlie I., Jetmore, Kansas, November 24, 1949. 
Described the construction of sod buildings. 
Housman, Mrs. Ida A., Jetmore, Kansas, November 24, 1949. 
Told of life in a sod house. 
Hubbell , L. W., Jetmore, Kansas, November h, 1949. 
Described early sod houses, and teaching school in a sod building. 
Lingenfelder, John, Hanston, Kansas, November 5, 1949. 
Informative account of the construction of sod buildings. 
Maranville, Lea, Ness City, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
Of aid in locating early settlers. 
Massie, Miss Martha, Colby, Kansas, January 16, 1950. 
Told of life in their sod house, Thomas County, Kansas. 
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McGimsey, Mrs. Eva, Hays, Kansas, February 20, 1950. 
Interesting account of life in a sod house. 
McGrath, Dr. Robert T., Hays, Kansas, January 27, 1950. 
Described the sod house he lived in as a boy. 
Meyer , Hilda, Phillipsburg, Kansas, March 3, 1949. 
Information concerning her sod home. 
Miller, Claude, Ness City, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
I nteresting account of sod houses and schools. 
Querbach, Mrs. Ellen J., Hanston, Kansas, February 4, 1950. 
De scribed early sod houses and life in them. 
Querbach, William J., Hanston, Kansas, November 23, 1949. 
Informative account of the co structi on of sod houses. 
Raynesford, Howard c., Ellis, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
Told of early sod houses in Ellis, Kansas. 
Rittenhouse, Mrs. wna, Hanston, Kansas, November 25, 1949. 
Told of life in the sod house. 
Rumford, Everett, Dodge City, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
Described the building of sod houses in Southwest Kansas. 
Rumford, Mrs. Odella, Dodge City, Kansas, November 4, 1949. 
De scribed the construction of sod houses, told of interesting 
happenings in sod houses. 
Sternber g, George F., Hays, Kansas, March 1, 1950. 
I nteresting account of the construction of sod houses. Of 
aid i n obtaining pictures of the early sod plows. 
Wells, Thornton W., Hays, Kansas, February 9, 1950. 
114 
Informative account of the construction of sod houses and of 
life in them. Also told of the early schools. 
